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Adrien stared and stared at the little ladybug in the palm of his 
hand. He opened his mouth and closed it again, to stare some 
more. Finally, he looked up to see Tikki anxiously hovering in 
front of him. 


"Really?" He asked, voice tinged with disbelief. Plagg snickered 
as he hovered above Adrien's shoulder. 


"Yes, she turned herself into a ladybug. We really need your 
help, Adrien,” Tikki explained patiently. Adrien looked down 
to see a whirring of wings, as the ladybug moved in his hand. 
"She didn't want to come, but | can't read the grimoire,” Tikki 
shrugged. "You're our only hope." 


Adrien shook his head but he couldn't prevent the smile from 
breaking out on his face. "Looking very cute there, m'lady," he 
teased her. Her wings whirred in annoyance and her antennae 
twitched. "Don't worry! l'Il get you back to normal!” He promised 
when she prepared to fly away. 


"We all screw up sometimes," Plagg agreed cheerfully. "You 
better have plenty of cheese waiting for me if you want my 
help!" 


Adrien and Tikki simultaneously rolled their eyes at Plagg, as 
Ladybug flew towards his face; her wings whirring furiously. 
Adrien called out his transformation before she could reach 
Plagg to prevent the two from getting into a fight. 


Chat carefully scooped Ladybug up and placed her on his 
shoulder. She lifted her wings a few times before settling down. 
"Let's go," he nodded at Tikki. The ladybug kwami led the familiar 
way to the bakery and, within moments, they were landing on 
Marinette's balcony. 
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ChatandTikki exchanged a determined nod, before they dropped 
in from the trap door onto her bed. Immediately, Chat couldn't 
help but feel like something was off. 


For a moment, he couldn't put his finger on it. The room was as 
crowded as always, filled with posters and pictures of everyone. 
His eyes lingered on the pictures of Marinette with Alya and the 
others; everyone was there....except for him. 


Or at least, not like how his pictures used to be up on her walls. 


"No longer a fan, m'lady?" he joked, trying to ignore the sinking 
feeling in his chest. Ladybug had gone unnaturally still, but Chat 
didn't have time to reflect on it, a swarm of kwamis suddenly 
attacking him. 


"Chat!" Wayzz exclaimed. "Oh good, you'll be able to help." 


"He's certainly fabulous enough to come up with something," 
Kaalki agreed with a shake of her mane. 


"No longer a fan, m'lady?" he joked, trying to ignore the sinking 
feeling in his chest. Ladybug had gone unnaturally still, but Chat 
didn't have time to reflect on it, a swarm of kwamis suddenly 
attacking him. 


"Chat!" Wayzz exclaimed. "Oh good, you'll be able to help." 


"He's certainly fabulous enough to come up with something," 
Kaalki agreed with a shake of her mane. 
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Chat smiled at them. "I certainly hope so!" He agreed, giving 
Ladybug a once over. He didn't know what he would do if his 
partner was a ladybug forever. "Any chance you can help me?" 


Trixx's eyes lit up but Wayzz flew up to stop him. "Sorry, Chat 
Noir, but no. We kwamis are not allowed to look at the book of 
the Guardians. You'll have to do this on your own." 


Chat shot a panicked look at Tikki who nodded in agreement. 
"Sorry! You know that if we kwamis know the recipes, it could 
lead to more trouble than it's worth." Tikki bowed her head for a 
moment, clearly thinking of Nooroo and Duusu. 


"Marinette will be there to help out though, and I’m sure she'll 
make sure you don't repeat her mistakes!" Tikki added on, 
letting a small smile appear on her face before helping Wayzz 
herd the rest of the kwamis back up to Marinette's bed. 


Chat could only watch them leave, dismay written all over his 
face and a strange sense of fear washing over him. 


Ladybug buzzed at him as she landed on the tablet containing 
the translated version of the Guardian's book, clearly impatient 
to get started. 


"I'm coming, l'm coming!" He reassured her slowly picking up 
the tablet so she wouldn't be shaken off. Turning it on, Chat 
watched her dance around the tablet so she could tell him the 
passcode. 


Knowing if he cooed over how cute she was, Ladybug would 
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begin planning his murder, Chat kept his thoughts to himself. 
Apparently he didn't have a very good poker face though; she 
nearly flew right into his eye to bring him out of his thoughts. 


Wiping the goofy smile off of his face, he got to work and began 
to read the long and tedious pages full of cryptic warnings. 
"Say, if I'm your only hope, m'lady, this must make me your Co- 
Guardian, wouldn't it?" 


Ladybug began to fly toward him but stopped midway, going 
around in circles a few times instead. Chat watched her clear 
indecision feeling a pit grow in his stomach. "It was just a joke, 
don't worry," he said, trying to take his words back. Anything to 
keep the status quo. 


He thought he'd done a good job at hiding that her refusal to 
accept him as a Co-Guardian had hurt him, but Ladybug whirred 
at him furiously. "So, we are Co-Guardians then?" Chat put up his 
hands to placate her. 


That made her let out a strange clicking sound. Chat tilted his 
head in pure confusion, but seeing no way of obtaining answers 
forced him to give up. "Alright, we'll talk about it once we get you 
turned back. Now, let me keep reading." 


He didn't get very far when something caught his eye. "Long as 
a monkey's tail and just as wild? What could that possibly be?" 
Chat groaned. "It couldn't possibly be asking for a real monkey 
tail, could it?" 


Ladybug made a tittering sound that Chat assumed had to be 
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laughter. She flew over to her potions table, one that she'd 
crafted out of an old chemistry set by the looks of it, and pointed 
out a long willow branch. 


“Oh,” Chat sighed in relief. "I guess you already have all the 
ingredients, huh?” She tittered to confirm it for him, making 
him grin. He took a closer look at the materials on her potions 
table; it was an odd collection of items. 


It included pine cones, pomegranate seeds, pigeon feathers (he 
could already feel a sneeze coming on), what looked to be locks 
of hair, and crushed flower petals. 


"Whose hair is that?" Chat's voice came out a little strangled. 


Ladybug, even as a ladybug, managed to give him an 
unimpressed look. She flew to the floor then back up again. 


"Oh, of course. You took scrap hair, Chat realized. Ladybug 
whirred at him in agreement. 


"Okay so, all | have to do is follow the recipe and you'll tell me 
when to use each ingredient?" He pleaded, scooping Ladybug 
up and holding her up to eye level. "There's no way I'll be able 
to figure out what it's trying to say on my own." 


She didn't respond for a moment, so he lightly rocked his 
cupped hands to jolt her out of her thoughts. She immediately 
flew up and tittered at him. Taking it as a 'yes' he beamed at her. 


Chat gave the pages one last look over and brought the tablet 
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over to the potions table, so he could keep reading whilst 
working. "Well, I'm ready. Let's do this." 


Ladybug perched on the corner of the table and watched as he 
lifted the pot to make the potion. It was uncanny how intent her 
stare was despite her small size. He waited for her to fly over each 
ingredient before he carefully added it to the pot. First was the 
willow twig and the crushed flower petals. Then came the pigeon 
feathers, which nearly caused Chat to sneeze into the potion. 


Ladybug had sat on his nose to keep him from actually sneezing 
though, so they had made it through. And after each addition, he 
had to stir. By the time they'd gotten halfway through the potion, 
Chat felt like his arm might fall off from all the stirring. 


Ladybug only tittered at him when he voiced his thoughts 
though, ignoring his sighs and grumbles as he continued to stir. 


She sat on both the pinecones and the locks of hair before flying 
around them in a circle. 


"Both have to be added at the same time?" 


Ladybug whirred at him but continued to fly around in circles. 
Chat went to grab some of the hair when she began to titter at 
him. He switched over to grab the pinecones and was met with 
approval. Then she landed on the hair before flying in circles 
around the pinecones. 


Chat racked his brains to figure out what she was trying to say. 
Ladybug was flying around the pinecones as if wrapping them in 
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air. His eyes widened as the lightbulb flickered on. 
"| have to tie the hair around the pinecones?” 


Ladybug whirred in agreement. Chat didn't really understand 
the logic behind tying the ingredients together but he also knew 
better than to mess with magic. So, he diligently tied the hair 
around the pinecones, mentally thanking the time his father had 
gone temporarily insane and forced him to learn how to tie every 
single type of knot there ever was. Gabriel had claimed it was to 
teach him life skills, but it had felt more like a survival camp than 
anything else. 


Absent-mindedly, he went to stir the potion when Ladybug flew 
into his face again. He winced, only now remembering that this 
time he had to stir counter-clockwise. "Sorry, m'lady.” 


Surprisingly, she didn't titter at him or make any motions 
whatsoever. He was worried for a moment, wondering if she was 
angry, but she would've reacted if she was. A slow smile spread 
across his face as he realized what was actually the case. 


"You forgot to change directions while stirring too, didn't you?" 


Ladybug whirred at him furiously, but Chat only put a hand up 
while chuckling. "I'm glad | have you here with me, Bugaboo. 
This is why we're such a good team," he laughed. 


He'd expected Ladybug to titter along with him, but instead she'd 
gone silent once again. Chat ignored the way his heart twisted in 
his chest at her silence and how his eyes were beginning to sting. 
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"So, is ittime to add the pomegranate seeds yet?" 


Ladybug flew side to side for a moment before decisively 
landing on the seeds. Chat silently scooped up the seeds and 
tossed them into the potion. He knew better than most that it 
was always better to avoid the question; much safer for his poor 
heart that way. 


A lot more stirring later, the potion was finally ready. Chat 
carefully poured a few drops of the potion into a bottle cap and 
put it carefully down on Marinette's desk in front of Ladybug. 
Ladybug simply flew off, making Chat frown. She landed on the 
floor, whirring at him pointedly. 


Chat grimaced now realizing his mistake. "It would be pretty bad 
if you turned back on top of your desk, wouldn't it,” he said more 
than asked. "Here you go,” he said once again, putting the potion 
on the floor this time. 


Ladybug darted towards the bottle cap, carefully drinking a few 
drops of the potion. 


They didn't have to wait long. Within moments, Ladybug turned 
back into a crouching Marinette. Her face was a bright red as she 
straightened herself. 


"Thank you, Chat. | don't know what | would've done without you 
here," she said, not looking him entirely in the eye. 


"No problem! | was more than happy to help out such a cute 
Ladybug," Chat said. Marinette looked up at him in outrage, 
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but he simply winked at her before she could retort. The simple 
action made her flush deepen as she groaned in frustration. 


Chat was a little fascinated. He'd never seen Marinette react to 
his flirting like this before. 


Before he could say anything else though, Marinette turned 
away. "I'm going to go get us some snacks,” she declared. "You 
want to let them know things went well?" Her eyes trailed 
upwards towards her loft bed. 


"Sure, be prepared to be group hugged though," Chat shrugged. 


The corners of Marinette's mouth twitched upwards, and she 
clearly pressed her lips together to prevent a laugh from slipping 
out. “I'll be on guard,” she nodded solemnly before slipping 
down her trap door ladder. 


He eyed the ladder to the top of her bed and down at himself. 
"Claws out!" he called out. As the transformation wore off, the 
first thing Adrien did was go looking for a piece of cheese. "Here 
you go, little buddy." 


Plagg immediately dived for the cheese, swallowing the chunk 
down whole. "Could you let the others know Marinette's back to 
normal?" Adrien requested. 


"| want one of Pigtails’ cheese danishes," Plagg bargained. 


"Done," Adrien promised, privately hoping that Marinette would 
have the foresight to bring one of those danishes with her. 
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Plagg turned to dash upwards, but Adrien couldn't help but call 
out to his kwami. "Thanks, Plagg,” was all he said when Plagg 
turned towards him. 


Plagg only smirked at him. "I know, kid. | know." With that, he 
flew upwards to talk to his fellow kwamis. 


Just in time, Marinette poked her head through her trap door 
bearing a plate filled to the brim with baked goods. Adrien's 
breath caught as he spotted an abundance of a certain treat. 


"Are those?" he asked with bated breath. 


Marinette huffed out a laugh. "As if I'd have you over without 
giving you any croissants." 


Adrien could have leapt for joy right then and there, but he 
settled for giving Marinette the widest smile he could muster.The 
golden brown crust of the croissants was enticing him forwards. 
The Dupain-Cheng croissants were extra special, because their 
puffiness made him feel like he was quite literally eating clouds. 


Marinette cleared her throat, making him snap out of his 
croissant-induced dreams. "I was promised a group hug?" 


"Plagg went to tell them," Adrien mused, glancing upwards. A 
blur of motion caught his eye, making him spin around to quickly 
grab the plate of goodies from Marinette's outstretched hands. 
Not a momenttoo soon-that was the exact moment when all the 
kwamis descended upon poor Marinette. 
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Tikki was the most affectionate of them all. 


Adrien couldn't help but smile at how much the kwamis clearly 
adored Marinette. Amongst the hugs, Marinette caught his eye 
and her smile faded a little. "Why don't you all go grab a bite?" 
She addressed the kwamis. 


The kwamis sensing the tension between Marinette and Adrien 
agreed, with Tikki taking charge of making sure everyone was 
accounted for. Slowly they all dispersed with their chosen treat; 
Plagg gleefully grabbing the cheese danish before any of the 
other kwamis, especially Mullo, could. 


Marinette and Adrien's eyes locked and he could sense the quiet 
fire burning behind them. Marinette took a deep breath. "We 
need to talk,” her voice was dead serious. 


Adrien nodded, sitting down on her chaise. "Let's talk then,” he 
said, proud of how his voice didn't waver. 


Marinette fidgeted with her fingers before curling her hands 
into fists. She strode over and sat down beside him. "You called 
us Co-Guardians,” she reminded him. 


"| did," Adrien agreed readily. "But you didn't like that idea." 
Deep down, he figured he already knew what she was going to 
say. Of course, he wasn't good enough to be a Guardian along 
with her. This was a responsibility Master Fu had given to her, he 
was the one being invasive, putting his nose in a place where he 
wasn't welcome. 
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"That's not true!" Marinette cried out. Adrien blinked at her. 
Horror dawned on him as he realized he had said his thoughts 
out loud. He'd never meantto burden Marinette with his feelings. 


"Marinette, I=" Adrien tried to justify himself, but Marinette cut 
him off. 


"You're the best, Adrien! Of course, you're good enough to be 
a Guardian. You said it yourself, didn't you? We work best as a 
team!" Marinette said it all so matter of factly, that he couldn't do 
anything but gape at her. 


"What? | don't get it, if you think l'd make such a good Guardian, 
why are you so against the idea of us being Co-Guardians?" 
Adrien challenged. His heart was pounding so loudly, he could 
feel it hammering inside his chest. All he needed from Marinette 
was the truth. 


Marinette bit her lower lip and lowered her gaze. 


"Marinette. Please," he pleaded with her. The longer Marinette 
remained silent, the more it felt like someone was slowly 
crushing his windpipe. He suddenly felt trapped, unable to see 
anything that wasn't right in front of him. The world just kept 
getting darker. 


Something touched his skin, jolting him out of his mind and 
back into the real world. He looked down to see Marinette's hand 
covering his. 


"We can't be Co-Guardians because...because | need you to be 
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the Guardian after me,” Marinette said. 


For a moment, Adrien was floored. For Marinette to say that, the 
amount of faith she had in him. Then he ripped his hand away 
from her. Hurt clouded Marinette's expression but Adrien was 
too outraged to think about that. 


"How dare you?" he demanded. 


"l-I thought you were okay with the idea of being a Guardian? | 
didn't mean to p-push you," Marinette stuttered. 


“Well, I'm not!” 


"My mistake!” Marinette shot back. "You were the one who 
kept going on about Co-Guardian-ing! What was | supposed to 
think?" Her voice went soft at the end; she was clearly feeling 
vulnerable. 


"Bug," Adrien sighed. "Everything | do, it has to be with you. | 
can't do any of it alone.” 


Marinette peeked up at him through her lashes; tears were 
glistening in her eyes. 


"If the choice is being a Guardian and losing you, then | don't 
want it!" Adrien told her gently, grasping both of her arms, 
making her face him completely. 


"But if something happens, if Hawkmoth finds out who | am,’ 
Marinette tried to protest. 
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"If you give up the box and lose your memories? I'll just give 
the box to someone else and take you with me. Nothing matters 
more to me than what we have right here," he said. He meant 
it too; he would run away with Marinette and Plagg today if he 
could. They were his everything. 


Some ofthe tears Marinette was holding so tightly, slipped down 
her cheeks. Adrien caught them before they could hit the ground, 
carefully wiping her face with the pad of his thumb. 


Their eyes met again; that was when Adrien realized just how 
dose they had gotten. Her eyes were sparkling from the unshed 
tears, and her plump pink lips looked more inviting than ever. All 
he would have to do is lean down. 


He stopped brushing away her tears, his hand cupping her face 
instead. Her cheeks were tinted pink and when their eyes met... 
his breath caught. It almost seemed as if she was waiting. 


His throat was suddenly dry. He licked his lips, his other hand 
finding hers. When she gave it a gentle squeeze, he began to 
lean in. She was moving with him, causing a wild burst of hope 
to spark within his chest. 


The space between them got smaller and smaller. They were 
nearly there when- 


"Are you two done talking yet? | need more cheese!" Came 
Plagg's impatient voice. Adrien and Marinette sprung apart as 
quickly as possible, Marinette quickly drying her face, as Plagg 
and Tikki came flying down. 
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"Is everything okay?" Tikki asked, a worried crease on her face. 


Marinette poked out her finger to give her a little tickle. Tikki 
laughed, squirming her body away from Marinette's touch. 


“Everything's just fine, Tikki,” Marinette smiled. She looked over 
at Adrien. 


"Couldn't be better, he echoed her sentiments. The kwamis 
sighed in relief, abandoning them to get more baked goods. 


Meanwhile, Marinette and Adrien's hands found each other, the 


two softly leaning against each other in blissful silence. As long 
as they were together, things could never go wrong. 
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The call came as a surprise, as Ladybug was the only one on 
patrol today. She sighed, pulling out her communicator device. 
It had been a long day and she'd been hoping to head home 
soon, but if Chat was calling her, that probably meant there 
was an akuma somewhere. Summoning the energy to handle 
whatever Hawkmoth had created today, she picked up the call. 
"Chat?" she asked. 


"Ladybug! l- Hawkmoth- He's- | know who he is. | need to talk 
to you, where are you?" The voice on the other line was more 
frantic than she'd ever heard, and it took Ladybug a minute to 
process what his stuttered words meant. 


"You what?" she called back, all tiredness from earlier gone as 
the high stakes of the situation registered. "Chat, are you okay? 
Where are you?" 


"I'm home. | connected with him, | swear, | thought it would 
be a good thing! | never imagined he'd-" His voice cut off in a 
hitch, and Ladybug wondered just how much trouble Chat had 
gotten himself into. "Please," he finally continued. "I can't tell 
you like this. Can we please just meet up somewhere?" 


It took everything in Ladybug's power not to snap at Chat to 
calm down and tell her what happened, but it was clear he 
was distressed. Thankfully, if he was wanting to meet up, he 
couldn't be captured, right? Unless if this was all a trap. That 
would explain the panic in his voice, but she wouldn't think 
Hawkmoth would let him say as much as he had. And as much 
as Chat had more acting skill than she gave him creditfor, there 
was no way that distress was fake. No, whatever her partner had 
found had shaken him to the core, and all Ladybug could focus 
on now was getting to her kitty and making sure he was okay. 

Ladybug forced herself to think pragmatically. If Chat had 
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discovered Hawkmoth's identity, he was probably on the run this 
very second. The thought made her heart clench, and she had 
to force herself not to ask about his safety again. Location. That 
was what was important right now. "We can meet at the park. 
Nobody will be there this late and there should be enough cover 
for privacy. Is that close to you?" 


The heavy panting on the other end was drowned out by a 
scratching sound followed by a rush of wind. "On my way now." 


Ladybug let out a sigh of relief that they'd be able to meet up 
soon, butthe lack of jokes or nicknames was definitely setting off 
her warning bells. "Okay, Chat. Me too. Stay on the line." 


The sounds of roof-hopping and panting were her only reply, but 
the line didn't close. Occasionally there'd be a hitch of breath and 
Ladybug wondered if Chat had been crying. What exactly had he 
stumbled into? If it revealed Hawkmoth's identity, it couldn't 
have been good. The sudden thought that he could be injured 
took her own breath away, but she forced herself to push those 
thoughts away as she landed in the park. Chat Noir had clearly 
experienced something bad to be this shaken up. She'd need to 
keep her wits about her in order to help him. In order to possibly 
take down Hawkmoth once and for all. 


One step at a time. 


A moment later, Chat Noir landed in the park, and Ladybug came 
out of the dark spot where she had been waiting. He looked pale 
and stumbled when he landed, but Ladybug was relieved to find 
no blood anywhere on him. It must just be the shock of whatever 
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he saw then. 


She closed the call and gave him a small smile as she approached. 
"Chat?" 


He took a long breath in reply. "Hey, LB," he said, voice cracking. 
He was clearly trying to act casual, but Ladybug could make out 
the way his wet eyes glimmered in the moonlight. 


"Oh kitty," she said, moving forward out of instinct more than 
anything. It seemed the right thing to do, as a moment later, 
Chat was returning her embrace tightly, shoulders shaking 
every so often. They stood there for a moment, Ladybug unsure 
of what to say without knowing what had happened, so simply 
rubbing his back and trying to not imagine what horror had put 
her friend in such a state. 


Finally, Chat pulled back, wiping at his face. "I know who 
Hawkmoth is. He's- he's my father." 


Ladybug stared at him in shock, but the raw pain on his face 
made it clear this was no joke. "How do you know?" she asked, 
trying to be gentle. She didn't want Chat shutting down even 
more. Already, he seemed shaken to the core. 


Chat Noir looked uncomfortable and avoided her eyes. “I uh... 
I'm not sure you'll believe me." 


"Chat," Ladybug said softly. 


He nodded. Ladybug wanted to reassure him that that wasn't 
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intended as a reprimand, but it looked like he was finally 
getting up the courage to explain, and she didn't want to risk 
interrupting. 


"A couple of years ago, my mother died. She'd been sick for a 
while and she- I think she knew it was coming." 


“I'm so sorry, kitty. | had no idea." It was true. The way Chat Noir 
was constantly joking and messing around, Ladybug never 
would have guessed. Her thoughts turned towards Adrien, yet 
another friend who'd lost his mother but always was wearing a 
smile. She should have known better than to assume Chat had 
an easy life just because he seemed happy. Though, she wasn't 
quite sure how this related to Hawkmoth. 


Chat nodded in acknowledgement of her sympathy as he 
cleared his throat. "Yeah, | don't really talk about her much, but 
she's always on my mind. In her... in her last days, she asked if 
she could talk to me privately for a moment. She gave me this 
stone-a talisman, she called it-that she wanted me to have and 
said she knew I'd use it for good." 


Chat glanced up for a moment, and Ladybug gave him an 
encouraging smile. He swallowed thickly, eyes back on the 
ground, and continued, "It's magical. It gives the holder the 
ability to ‘connect’ with people they think of and hear the 
person's thoughts." 


When itseemed like Chat Noir wasn't going to continue, Ladybug 
frowned, still confused at what exactly had happened. Had he 
connected with Hawkmoth then? She opened her mouth to ask 
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when Chat quickly jumped in nervously. 


"I've never used it on you, of course! I'd never betray you like 
that. | have it on me all the time, but obviously it doesn't transfer 
to my suit when | transform and | have to be holding it to make 
it work anyway and | just make sure | never touch it if you're on 
my mind so | promise I've never used it to- to spy on you or 
something. | swear, | know how important your-" 


"Chat," Ladybug cut him off, putting a grounding hand on his 
shoulder. “| know you didn't. It never even crossed my mind that 
you would." 


Chat rubbed his arm nervously before sparing a look up at her. 
"You don't seem surprised." 


Ladybug laughed lightly. "That you have a magical talisman? 
Chat, what do you think the miraculouses are?" Relieved to see 
Chat no longer avoiding her eyes, she continued. "Besides, | trust 
you. | know you wouldn't lie to me about something like this." 


Chat gave her a sheepish smile. "Thank you, m'lady" 


The nickname helped soothe Ladybug's own concerns. She 
hated seeing her friend like this but at least it sounded like he 
was calming down a little. Unfortunately, they couldn't just move 
on as he'd probably like though. "So, is that how you found out 
Hawkmoth is your dad?" 


Chat Noir nodded. "I figured his thoughts might give a clue to 
who he was. He- He was thinking about my mom. And me. How 
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we could be a family again once he succeeded. | think-" Chat 
looked up at Ladybug with wet eyes. "I think he's trying to bring 
her back." 


Ladybug swallowed at the pain in his voice. This was a side of 
Chat Noir she'd never seen before. He was always ballsy, playful, 
arrogant. Never this... this vulnerable. 


"What if he could?" 


The question caught Ladybug off guard, and she glanced up to 
see the tears starting to fall from Chat's face as he stared at her 
imploringly. He looked like a lost child. 


Ladybug had never experienced anything like a loss of a parent. 
She couldn't even imagine how hard this must be for him. 
Her only experience was Adrien, and he didn't talk about his 
mother much. She knew it still hurt him a lot though. The death 
seemed to have ruined their family. Unfortunately, that was the 
way life worked sometimes and messing with the natural order 
had consequences, but Ladybug's heart still ached for what her 
partner must be going through. "I'm so sorry, kitty," she said 
softly. "You know as well as me that it's not that easy, though." 


"| know," Chat whispered, eyes squeezing shut. He sniffed. “I wish 
it was harder to believe that my father is Hawkmoth. I've always 
just wanted to make him happy, but I think maybe it blinded me 
to just what type of person he's become.” 


"I'm sorry,” Ladybug said again, squeezing his shoulder before 
moving her hand down to take his own. “I need you to tell me 
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who it is though." 


If she were being honest, though, the more she thought about 
her friend's story, the more she began to wonder if she might 
already know. 


Chat, on the other hand, seemed startled at the question. "Oh 
right, you don't-" The surprise quickly turned to horror. "Oh no, 
you don't know my- and I said he was- and now-" He pulled his 
hand from hers and smacked it to his forehead. “Ugh, Im such 
an idiot!" 


He hid his face in his hands, breathing picking up as the panic 
from earlier came back with a vengeance. Ladybug grabbed his 
wrists, gently pulling them back from his face. "Hey, hey, calm 
down. No, you aren't, okay? I'd have done the same thing if | 
were in your place. You've done nothing wrong." 


Chat just shook his head. "No, no! We've been so careful to-" 
He cut off as a beeping sound came from his ring. His breathing 
hitched and he tried to pull away. "I think | should just go.” 


Ladybug gripped his wrists tighter, keeping him in place and 
trying to pour all the trust and love from her eyes into his 
vulnerable ones. “It's okay, Chat! Really!” 


Chat looked cornered, but he stopped pulling against her. 
“Ladybug, | can't- I'll destransform." 


Ladybug smiled at him. “I know. It's okay. | think- | think | 
might know already.” She stared into her friend's eyes, the deep 


))D) 060606060000 


Years to Build, Seconds to Break | Sakarrie 


emerald green reminding her so much of her other friend's and 
she wondered how it never occurred to her before. Giving her 
partner a small smile, she said, "You don't have to hide anymore, 
Adrien." 


Her friend shook in her grip, staring at her like a deer caught 
in the headlights. His ring beeped again. Glancing down in fear 
before jerking his frantic gaze back up to her, he whispered. 
"Ladybug, there's no going back after this." 


"| know," she said. "And it's okay." 


A flash of light encompassed them both, leaving a trembling 
Adrien in its wake. "I'm sorry. l've ruined everything," he said, 
voice congested. 


Ladybug smiled, a part of her in awe with having Adrien, her 
partner, Chat Noir, here, but it felt right. Like everything had just 
clicked into place as it always was meant to. "You haven't ruined 
anything, kitty. We're going to need to know in order to take out..." 
Ladybug hesitated, knowing this was still her friend's father. But 
it needed to be faced. "In order to deal with Hawkmoth." 


Adrien nodded, and Ladybug released his wrists now that he 
didn't seem in danger of running. He ran a hand down his face, 
letting out a tense laugh. "Are you disappointed?" he asked, 
playing it off as a joke, but Ladybug could see the insecurity 
behind his smile. 


It took a moment to register what he was talking about, but 
the moment Ladybug did, a choked sound of surprise exited 
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her mouth. “What? Disappointed? Not at all! How could | be? | 
mean, you're... you're you!" 


Adrien's smile became a little more natural as she fumbled over 
her words but it was clear he wasn't believing her. "It's okay. You 
don't need to try to make me feel good." 


"No! That's not it at all!” Ladybug cried, cursing herself. She'd 
been doing so well at acting normal. Why'd she have to screw it 
up? Then an idea occurred to her and she let out a deep breath 
before straightening her shoulders. “You said you carry your 
mom's stone around with you everywhere, right?" 


The question clearly took Adrien by surprise, but he stuttered 
out. "I- uh, y-yes?" 


"Good," Ladybug said with all the confidence of a true guardian. 
"Use it on me." 


Adrien stumbled back a couple feet. "Wh-what? No way!" 
Ladybug just stepped closer in response. "I'm not very good at 
words, but | promise you l'm not disappointed. Use the stone so 
| can prove it." 

Adrien's hand played with the hem of the pocket the stone was 


presumably in. He looked eager at the idea, but uncertain. "It 
can be kinda invasive, and | don't want you to feel pressured 


"Chat," Ladybug said, cutting him off. "Do you trust me?" 
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"Of course, m'lady," Adrien replied immediately. 
Ladybug smiled playfully. "Then trust me that I'm okay with this." 


He stared at her for another moment before finally nodding and 
slipping his hand into his pocket. He closed his eyes, a slight 
furrow of concentration creasing his brow. 


Ladybug didn't try to prepare her thoughts. She'd already seen 
many times over how bad she was at trying to express her 
feelings for the boy in front of her through words, so instead, she 
just thought about Adrien, about Chat Noir, and let the feelings 
overwhelm her. 


Adoration, trust, sadness, and embarrassment all flow through 
her, but the one that stood out, and that she hoped Adrien was 
picking up most, was love. This boy held so much of her heart 
and she hoped he was sensing that. 


From the small gasp from in front of her, Ladybug guessed that 
he did. She smiled as his hand left the pocket and he opened his 
wet eyes. 


"Spots off." 


She 00560 her eyes against the second bright flash, opening 
them as Marinette Dupain-Chang. 


"Marinette?" Adrien asked breathlessly. 
Marinette quirked a smile at him. "Disappointed?" she asked, 
only half-joking. 
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Afull grin spread across Adrien's face as he replied with the same 
words she had. “Not at all.” 


Marinette's own smile grew at the response before slipping away 
entirely as Adrien suddenly threw a hand to his head and started 
swaying. 


“Adrien?” she called frantically, stepping forward to support her 
slumping friend's weight. Had she missed something? Had he 
been injured after all? She lowered them both to the ground 
gently and cupped his face. "Adrien! Chat, Chat, please! Wake 
up!" 


The unconsciousness only lasted for a moment before Adrien let 
out a small groan and started to stir. 


"Thank goodness," Marinette breathed as Adrien's eyes opened. 
"What was that?" 


Adrien pushed himself into a sitting position, Marinette's hand 
out ready to catch him again. He rubbed his head. "Sorry, | think 
the stone uses my energy to work. It usually just makes me tired, 
but I've never used it twice in such a short amount of time." 


Marinette threw her hands over her face in embarrassment. "Oh 
my gosh, | could have killed you! I'm sorry!” 


Adrien laughed, his normal, pain-free one. "I'm fine, | swear!" 


Marinette peaked through herfingers to find him already looking 
almost normal and slowly moved her hands away. “Sorry,” she 
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muttered again, still feeling flustered. 


Adrien just continued to smile at her. “So Marinette Dupain- 
Cheng is my Lady. | can't believe | never pieced it together." 


Rubbing the back of her neck, Marinette let out a light laugh. 
“I'm a lot more confident behind the mask, | guess." She looked 
back at Adrien, thinking of how reserved he's always seemed in 
comparison to the care-free Chat Noir. “It seems like maybe I'm 
not the only one." 


Adrien shrugged. "With all of my father's expectations, it was the 
only time | could really let loose and feel like me." He frowned, 
the weight from earlier returning to his shoulders. "Though | 
guess that won't be an issue fortoo much longer." 


The comment quickly brought Marinette back to the moment 
as well. She couldn't imagine how scared and alone her partner 
must be feeling. "You should stay at my house tonight." 


The suggestion was out before Marinette even realized what she 
was saying, and a slight blush spread across her face. She didn't 
take it back though. Adrien needed somewhere safe, somewhere 
he was around friends. 


Adrien looked uncertain. "But what if my father-" 


"You can wake up early and sneak back to your room before 
anyone knows,” she cut him off. The more she thought about 
it, the more she didn't want him sleeping back at that house. "I 
don't like you that close to Hawkmoth, especially now that you 
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know his secret. Besides, Plagg will need some time to recover 
before you can go back home anyway.” 


Marinette squared her shoulders in determination as she stared 
at Adrien. He looked like he was overwhelmed by the request, 
but she could see the gratitude in his eyes, too. Finally, he 
nodded slowly. "Okay." 


“Good,” Marinette replied, standing up and offering a hand 
down to Adrien. “We'll figure this out, | promise." 


Adrien wiped his face on his sleeve and took the extended 
hand, accepting her help up. Suddenly, Marinette felt herself 
being pulled forward and arms wrapped around her. “Thanks, 
Marinette.” 


Marinette allowed herself to relax in Adrien's embrace, holding 
him as firmly as he was her. She'd be lying if she said the 
hug didn't comfort her as well. With one final squeeze, she 
whispered, "Anytime." 
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Marinette couldn't believe it. Two muggers were bullying an 
elderly lady, and one of them was about to snatch the woman's 
handbag. Marinette groaned as she pulled Alya's hand and they 
both hid in a small alley. 


"Terrible, we need to do something," said Alya. Then she looked 
at her watch, cringed, and continued, "But if we do, we'll be late." 


Marinette sighed. They were already late, and it wasn't fair since 
this was the only rehearsal of Kitty Section that Adrien had been 
allowed to attend. Adrien was going to play a solo piece on 
the piano, just after the first song. But her Ladybug conscience 
would never leave her alone if she didn't intervene. God, her 
own conscience would never let her get away with ignoring the 
scene in front of them. 


The old woman muffled a cry and fell when one of the men 
held a knife near her throat, and Marinette muttered her 
transformation phrase. 


"Please, young man, | need my pension to buy food,” the old lady 
pleaded, causing Marinette's heart to cringe. How could people 
be that nasty? She glanced at Alya and saw her friend nod. Then 
she grabbed her yoyo and threw it at the muggers, wrapping the 
cord around the wrist of the one who held the knife. She pulled 
it down, causing him to fall over, the metallic sound of the knife 
tinkling on the ground next to him. She recalled her yoyo and 
waited. 


"Who's there?" yelled the man, looking around warily as he sat 
up again. 


"Show yer face or we'll snap yer neck when we find ya," said the 
other, picking the knife his companion had dropped. 
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The woman looked at both, and then moved her gaze towards 
the small alley that hid the two girls. Ladybug could swear that 
she saw a little smirk curling the woman's lips as their gaze met, 
and that seemed odd to her. But she wasn't the type to leave an 
old lady in danger, so she stepped out. 


"| wouldn't be that cocky, if | were you," said Ladybug, startling 
both muggers. The men turned around, their eyes going wide 
when they caught sight of her suit. 


"Lladybug?” cried one of them. 
"In the flesh!" 


The two men gasped and fell on their bums, starting to crawl 
backwards. Ladybug walked towards them, standing as tall as 
she could in the empty alley. "You disgust me,” she hissed. "At 
least akumas act out Hawkmoth's orders. In your case, Hawkmoth 
doesn't even need to do anything! You're already rotten inside!" 


With a swift gesture, the girl twirled her yoyo cord around the 
torso of the man who'd held the knife to the lady's throat and 
pulled, drawing him closer. She then grabbed him by the collar 
of his coat and looked him straight in the eye. 


"Thank your lucky stars that /'m a nice person." 
"Y-you won't harm a civilian," said the other, as he crawled a little 


further away on his bum, ending up with his back to the wall and 
releasing a shocked gasp. 
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"| won't; you better get out of my sight quickly, though..." she 
muttered, never losing the gaze of the man she was holding by 
the neck. After what felt like a very long moment, she released 
him, and the man fell to the ground and ran to join his ‘mate’. The 
two ran away as fast as they could, tripping on their feet. 


Ladybug wiped down her hands and breathed a sigh of relief. 


"Good. | wouldn't have wanted to follow the threat through." She 
chuckled to herself and, knowing that Alya had her back in case 
the men would return, gave her full attention to the old lady. 


"Are you okay, ma'am?" Ladybug asked in a soft tone. She bent 
down and put a hand on the woman's shoulder. 


"| am, thanks to you, young lady. l'm most grateful." 


Ladybug stood and helped the lady get up. She glanced again at 
the alley the men had disappeared into. "They won't harm you 
anymore. At least, | hope they won't,” she said and then looked 
again at the woman. That's when she was taken aback because 
the lady she had saved had looked elderly and had worn ragged 
dothes, but the woman who smiled at her now instead was 
young, beautiful, blonde with amber eyes and rosy cheeks; and 
very elegantly dressed. 


"She got wrapped in a bright light," said Alya, emerging from the 
small alley she hid in. "And she became like that." 


Ladybug exchanged a worried look with her best friend; then, 
she turned around again to face the lady. "Who are you?" 
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"Humans call us fairies,” she said, grinning more warmly as her 
face nearly glowed in the dark. 


"Fairies? | never thought they'd existed, except in fairy tales!" 
mused Alya. She had now joined Ladybug and was standing next 
to her, looking at the fairy with a baffled expression. 


"Earrings and necklaces shouldn't hold magic either, except in 
fairy tales, am | correct?" The fairy met the gaze of both girls, 
looking briefly at Ladybug's earrings and Alya's necklace. "Also, 
young ladies don't tend to have little floating creatures hiding 
behind their hair." 


Alya gasped and Trixx came out of her hair, floating sheepishly in 
between the girls, while eyeing the fairy warily. 


"You've been nice to me, Ladybug; | want to reciprocate your 
kindness." 


"There's no nee-" Ladybug started, but the fairy put a long, 
translucent finger on the girl's lips. 


"l insist." She looked into Ladybug's eyes, a gleam of light shining 
through the fairy's amber orbs. It almost felt as if the creature was 
touching her soul and Ladybug didn't feel like a superheroine 
anymore, or even her own normal self. She felt like a little girl 
fascinated by the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen. 


The fairy cupped her hands on Ladybug's face and stroked her 
cheek. "It's okay, Marinette. | don't mean any harm," she said. 
After a small gasp, Marinette released her transformation, 
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feeling that it was worthless. Without breaking eye contact, the 
fairy smiled and put a hand into her pocket to take out a pair of 
old-fashioned glasses, which she made glow brightly and then 
placed on the girl's nose. 


Marinette blinked, picked the glasses up and looked at them, 
transfixed. "What-?" 


"They'll make clarity in your heart. The path of love is littered with 
roses and shining in gold." As she said that, the fairy became 
more translucent until she disappeared and Marinette was left 
with Trixx, Tikki, and a very stunned Alya. 
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"LADYBUG! Show your face! We're going to snap your neck for 
real!" 


"What on Earth?" groaned Ladybug landing on a nearby rooftop, 
immediately followed by Rena Rouge, and staring at the 
humanoid ‘mugger crocodile’ causing havoc on the road. 


She and Alya had barely managed to arrive at the rehearsal 
on time for the first song. At Alya's suggestion, Marinette had 
worn the magical glasses because, as Alya had argued on the 
way there, ‘this way she would see if her soulmate was Luka or 
Adrien’. In that moment, Marinette had regretted having told 
Alya why she had left Luka and how split she was between him 
and Adrien. 


According to Alya, this was a great opportunity to find out 
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whether the blue-haired guitarist was supposed to be her 
soulmate, or Adrien-after all, the fairy had given Marinette the 
glasses to ‘make clarity in her heart’. Marinette had groaned 
under her breath at the thought. Even magical creatures couldn't 
understand that she was trying to stay far away from romantic 
relationships for the time being. 


But she hadn't been able to complain further, because Luka had 
come on the stage and started singing; to her relief, the boy 
hadn't looked any different from his usual self. Marinette was 
a little sceptical and didn't know whether she could trust this 
supposed fairy magic. What was she going to see? A path littered 
in roses and shining in gold? It made no sense whatsoever! Yet, 
Marinette's heart was pounding in her chest, her glasses firmly 
on her nose while she waited for Adrien to make his appearance. 


Beforethe boy could come infull view, though, she'd heard a loud 
bang and all phones had pinged a very well-known notification- 
an akuma alert. 


Of course, it had to be the very muggers she had terrified a little 
earlier, combined into one ‘mugger crocodile’ monster. As she 
tried to get a better look, there was a soft thump and she heard 
the voice of her feline partner behind her. 


"What have we got here?" said Chat Noir, and Rena filled him 
in on the details. "Do we know where the akuma object is?" 
continued Chat Noir, moving to the fox heroine's left side. 


Ladybug turned her head to look at him. "I need to get a b-" she 
started, but her words died in her mouth when her eyes fell on 
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Chat Noir. She sucked her breath in and her blood froze in her 
veins. 

"Are you okay, LB?" asked the feline, but Ladybug didn't hear 
him. She was too busy panicking. Chat Noir's skin, hair, and face 
seemed to gleam of golden dust, and every word he said caused 
a rose petal to fall out of his mouth. Ladybug looked at Rena with 
her eyes popping out of their sockets, but her friend didn't seem 
to notice. 


"LB?" said Chat Noir, as a couple more petals fell out of his lips. 
He moved a golden dusted hand in front of her eyes, and she 
blinked. "What's with the glasses? They're cute!" said the boy, six 
more petals falling out of his mouth. 


Oh. The glasses. Right. She'd totally forgotten about them! Why 
didn't Rena remind her about them? Ladybug blinked and, in a 
stupefied gesture, took the glasses off. The golden aura around 
Chat Noir disappeared, and so did the petals coming out of his 
mouth. She blinked again and put the glasses back on. The aura 
and the petals returned. 


Ladybug's mouth opened wide, the blood draining completely 
from her face. No, that was impossible! There was NO WAY. 


She was still in shock when Chat Noir shouted, "Watch out!" and, 
noticing that she wasn't moving, jumped on her and rolled to 
protect her. She stared in a daze at the enormous fang-like sticks 
that were falling to the ground behind them, trying to hit them 
or trap them in a toothy cage. Chat Noir picked her up bridal 
style and jumped with her, using his baton as a propeller, atop 
the nearest rooftop and then ran off with her, as Rena followed 
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closely. 


"We're getting too far from the akuma!" protested Ladybug, but 
Chat Noir just held her tighter and continued his run. Finally, he 
found a secluded rooftop and hid there, putting her down and 
looking her in the eye. 


"| know, but I want to talk to you, LB. What's wrong with you? You 
look so distracted today!" As he spoke, more petals fell out of his 
mouth. Ladybug found herself staring at them, almost in a daze 
and unable to connect to her brain. 


"Besides, you've been looking at Chat Noir funny all fight, girl,” 
intervened Rena, who had just landed near them. She gave her a 
mischievous look, her index finger gently tapping her lower lip. 
"Don'tthink l've missed the number of times you have put those 
glasses on and off earlier. Does he look any... different maybe?" 


Ladybug knew she shouldn't have blushed. She shouldn't have 
hidden her face behind her hands, too-but she couldn't help it. 
She cringed, looking at Rena behind her fingers and noticing 
how her friend's face had lit up, a wide grin on her lips. Ladybug 
curled into a ball, trying to hide her face from her friend and 
disappear from the world. 


"He does, doesn't he, Ladybug?" She gently elbowed Ladybug 
and winked at her when the girl looked up, causing her to blush 
to the roots of her hair. Ladybug groaned-Rena had totally done 
iton purpose! 


"| don't look any different, what are you talking about, Rena?" 
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inquired Chat Noir. Rena explained to the boy everything that 
had happened in the alley, while looking at Ladybug very smugly. 
Ladybug could clearly see the wheels in Chat Noir's brain starting 
to turn as Rena finished her explanation. Before the boy could 
add any flirty comments, however, a series of fangs started 
landing on the rooftop they were hiding on, forcing them to 
jump off of it in separate directions. 


The battle was quite straightforward; when they understood 
that the akuma was inside the knife clenched in the humanoid 
crocodile's mouth, Ladybug called her Lucky Charm-a big bag 
of flour plugged at the top with a ribbon of matches. Initially, 
she had no idea how to defeat this akuma with flour. Then, she 
remembered how many times her father warned to never have 
a bag of flour by the stove, or by the oven, because... of course! 


Ladybug checked all her tools; then, she asked Chat Noir to pick 
up a lot of discarded fangs from the battlefield. Using the fangs, 
she built a cage to contain the crocodile, while Rena and Chat 
distracted the akuma. Then she left a thick thread of flour on the 
length of the fangs and asked Rena to use Mirage to make the 
trap invisible. Chat Noir had the task of annoying the crocodile 
akuma and leading it in their trap, which he managed to do very 
quickly (which didn't come as a surprise to Ladybug). As soon as 
the crocodile was in position, Ladybug lit the match and dumped 
itin the middle of the trail of flour, causing large flames to erupt 
around the crocodile. Too hot for the creature to handle, the 
monster's mouth opened slightly. 


"Now, Chat Noir!" she shouted, and her partner used his baton to 
knock the knife out of the crocodile's mouth. 
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"Cataclysm!" said Chat Noir, reducing the knife into ashes and 
releasing the akuma, which Ladybug captured and purified 
while the Miraculous Cure took care of all the damage, including 
the fire. 


When the two men appeared from the blob of magic that had 
wrapped around the crocodile, they were terrified. They screamed 
words that Ladybug couldn't understand and ran as fast as they 
could. 


"Riiiight," muttered Chat Noir. "No pep talk?" 


Rena laughed. " They probably thought Ladybug was going to 
arrest them or something!" They all laughed and pounded it. 
Then, when his ring beeped its third warning, Chat Noir turned 
to Ladybug and gave her a smug look. 


"So, Buginette, you haven't told me how different | look with 
those glasses on!" 


She groaned. "No, you don't look any different, you're still the 
same flirty dork as always!" 


"Ah, you wound me, m'lady! There must be something dif-fur- 
ent, or you wouldn't have kept staring at me; even if I'm the 
symbol of purr-fection, and | too would totally stare at myself 
but... you usually don't!" 


Ladybug facepalmed. "Seriously? Two puns in the same 
sentence?" 
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"But you love my sense of humour!" he purred; then, his ring 
gave a louder warning and he picked up his baton from behind 
his back. "Well, | need to go now, ladies, or you would soon end 
up facing my maskless beauty.” He smirked at Ladybug's groan. 
"So... I'll s-cat. You can tell me all about how your glasses make 
me look later, during patrol." 


Thatsaid, he bowed theatrically and using his baton, he propelled 
himself out of the way. 
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Marinette didn't live it down. How could she, with Alya "LadyNoir 
#1 shipper" Césaire walking next to her and squealing at the 
thought that her ship was going to finally sail? 


"Alya, please. He looked different, true, but are we sure it means 
what you think it means? The fairy only said, ‘the path of love’. We 
know that Chat Noir loves me so... maybe he looked different 
because... he's in love with me, not me with him!" Marinette 
sighed and slouched her shoulders as Alya blinked. She raised 
her hands in defeat. "Ah, forget it, okay? I'm just clutching at 
straws..." 


"Totally!" Alya deadpanned, and Marinette sighed again. So Alya 
continued, "You said earlier that Luka didn't seem any different 
when you looked at him while wearing the glasses, so they can't 
just show you the boys who love you. We all know that Luka 
adores you. No, it must show you the one YOU're destined to be 
with." She growled at Marinette's sigh. "You're yin and yang, two 
halves of a whole. It's obvious that he's meant to be with you!" 
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"What if the glasses show him glow and spit out rose petals 
because we're partners, Alya? We're yin and yang, but that 
doesn't have to mean soulmates?" 


"That's not right," said Tikki's voice from Marinette's bag. 
Marinette opened it slightly and looked at her red friend. "You 
know that it's not how those glasses work. It's true that being 
Ladybug and Chat Noir doesn't mean you need to end up 
together. But if you see him differently with the glasses on, it's 
because he's your soulmate, Marinette. Nothing to do with the 
miraculous." 


Marinette groaned and closed the purse on Tikki's face. She 
glared at Alya's ‘I-told-you-so’ expression. "Maybe... These glasses 
are not magical at all. Maybe they're only a prank. Yes. They must 
be a prank, by someone who is a fan of LadyNoir, like you!” 


"| can't believe you, Marinette. You're Ladybug for God's sake. 
You get magical powers from a 10 cm floating Goddess. Do you 
not believe in magic?” 


Marinette groaned in exasperation. "Why? Why does it have to 
be HIM!? I've rejected him so many times, and every time | was 
dying inside. Like | die inside every time he sacrifices himself 
and dies to save me.” 


"Why reject him if it makes you die inside, Marinette?" Alya 
put a hand on her shoulder and looked at her with a frown of 
concern. "I'm not saying itas a LadyNoir shipper here, but as your 
best friend. You said you can't date Luka or Adrien because you 
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wouldn't be honest with them but... what stops you from dating 
Chat Noir? He's the very person you can totally be honest with!” 


Alya said that as they started walking the gangway to enter the 
Liberty. Marinette lowered her head and looked intently at her 
feet as she jumped inside the boat, then kept looking down 
until she dropped listlessly onto a seat. Alya followed her and 
sat next to her, without a word, but Marinette knew that her best 
friend wasn't thrilled with her silence. 


The two girls argued a bit more, their voices getting lower and 
lower, until they became whispers when the boat filled up. 
The spotlight turned on and Rose picked up the microphone, 
thanking everyone for coming back after the akuma attack and 
announcing Adrien's solo piece at the piano. 


Then Adrien came into the light-and Marinette's heart stopped. 
He was glowing in gold dust, exactly like Chat Noir did earlier. 


She sucked her breath in and gasped so loudly that Alya turned 
around, and so did Adrien. The boy tripped on his own feet at 
the sound, managing to hold himself together only because 
he balanced on the stick of the microphone. He looked at the 
public and when his gaze met Marinette's, his eyes squirmed, 
but immediately widened, and he flashed his eyebrows. He was 
quick to recover from what looked like a big shock; he coughed 
and excused himself. 


Whoops. Four rose petals fell out of his mouth as he said ‘I beg 
your pardon’. Marinette darted her gaze around the audience, 
but nobody had noticed the detail. She couldn't resist and lifted 
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up her glasses to look at Adrien with and without them a number 
of times; she wasn't surprised to discover that he looked like he 
always did without the magical lenses on. 


But as she did that, she saw him staring at her intently, his 
eyebrow lifting mischievously, and a cunning smirk popping at 
the corner of his lips. 


That's when Marinette knew that she'd found her Chaton. But 
she also knew that he had found his Lady. His cunning smirk 
widened into the brightest smile she ever saw on him, a smile 
that made his whole face shine. A smile to die for. 


He moved towards the audience and picked up the microphone, 
saying softly, "I dedicate this piece to the love of my life.” And as 
he said that, his gaze met hers; Marinette felt the sudden need to 
fan her neck. The fire in the boy's green orbs was unmistakable. 


"Girl? Why is Adrien looking at you as if he wants to undress 
you?" asked Alya from her side, but Marinette didn't answer; she 
was too busy gawking at him. 


And as he took his place at the piano and began to play, his eyes 
not even looking at the keys and never leaving her face, the 
softest smile on his lips, Marinette knew that she was screwed. 


Because Adrien was Chat Noir. She loved him, and he loved her. 
The magical glasses gleamed in the light of the setting sun and 
slowly faded away from her nose; she moved her gaze to smile at 
Alya, who looked back, raising an eyebrow. 


)» » 5090000(€ (€ (( A Familiar Charm: A Miraculous Ladybug Magic Zine 


"To answer your previous question, Alya: yes, | do. | definitely 


believe in magic.” 
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Ever since she'd become the Guardian, Marinette's room was in 
a permanent state of organized chaos. Kwamis floated around 
all the time, grimoire notes littered various surfaces, and there 
were oftentimes heaps of the odd ingredients needed for use in 
transformation potions. 


H She made it a monthly thing, making new potions; sometimes 
u | more if she and Chat Noir used up too much too fast. They used 
the water and flight power-ups most frequently, so the process 


had become almost automatic for her. 


s She tried her bestto follow the rules that Master Fu put in place, 

ep and always consulted her notes. Still, she was a creator at heart, 
otions and sometimes she couldn't resist a little...experimentation. 

4 After all, she held the Miraculous of Creation, so who was she to 


deny her own creativity? Besides, sometimes baking required a 
little substitution, right? 


e 
L Marinette was always careful about it, though. Experimental 
(| | 6 e € mixtures were separated from the rest for testing outside of 
battles-it would be a problem if one of her test-potions failed 
them when they needed to, say, hide from paralyzing wasp 
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t s She'd just finished a batch of the for-use potion and was just 
T setting it aside when her mother called from downstairs. She 
b By Sa || kavo n scrambled to hide all of her supplies and utensils, just in case 


m | anyone came up, distractedly responding to her mother's 
impatient calls. Finally, though, everything was safely put away 
and Marinette made her way downstairs. 
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At the end of every month, like clockwork, Ladybug delivered a 
61 
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new batch of colorful cheese for transformations. Marinette was 
no expert on cheese-making, but according to Chat Noir, the stuff 
she made tasted a whole lot better than the cheese that Plagg 
forced him to hide in his school bag every day. 


"Milady is a talented chef,” he said with a playful wink. 


Usually, she'd roll her eyes at the flattery and give him a playful 
shove. Today, her nose wrinkled as she handed him the box, 
his usual compliment catching her cold. Chat frowned at her 
expression. 


"Something wrong, Bug?" 


She sighed. "Just... this batch gave me a lot of trouble, so | 
don't know if it's going to taste all that great. The milk wouldn't 
cooperate, and | had to chill it for longer than usual... | just don't 
understand what went wrong." 


"Hey, you've got a lot on your plate. | don't expect you to be 
perfect all the time." Chat put his hand on her shoulder. Then, 
With a sly sort of smile, he added, "Besides, even if it tastes like 
old socks, you know I'll still eat it happily, since you made it." 


Ladybug couldn't help but laugh. "Well, you'll have to, if the 
need calls for it.” As if on cue, a large explosion of feathers in 
the distance caught their attention. It seemed Mr. Ramier was 
having a bad day again. Ladybug would have to put her worries 
aside, for the moment. Duty called. 


With a sweeping gesture, Chat said, "After you, milady.” As 
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always, he followed her into the fray. 


It became clear not long after arriving on the scene that Mr. 
Pigeon was, as Chat put it, feeling particularly flighty that day. 
Keeping up with him on the ground would be difficult, so 
they had little choice but to use their flight power-up. Much to 
Ladybug's displeasure, the macaron she'd made tasted bitter. 
From the look on Chat's face, the cheese didn't turn out so well, 
either, though he gave her a somewhat wobbly thumbs-up. 


Despite the terrible flavor, however, the power-ups seemed to 
work just fine. Ladybug and Chat Noir flew effortlessly through 
the sky and saved the day, as always. They did their usual ‘pound 
it’ in mid-air, their transformations still holding strong. 


"See, milady? You made a good batch after all!” 


"Well, they could certainly taste better," Ladybug admitted. "But 
as long as they work, | guess it can't be all bad.” 


They parted ways on that note. Ladybug felt a little better than 
she had earlier that day. She was even humming to herself as 
she landed in her bedroom and dropped her transformation. Her 
shoulders felt a little heavy, oddly enough, but she wasn't about 
to let that bother her. At least, not at first. 


She caught Tikki staring at her, wide-eyed. Something flicked 
against her back, and she froze. 


"Marinette... | think there was something really wrong with that 
last power-up." 
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Slowly, Marinette backed up to be level with her mirror, and 
turned her head until she saw whatever it was that was resting 
against her back. She let out a gasp. 


"They're still there?!" 
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Hours later, Marinette found herself pacing her floor, unable to 
rest. The vibrant blue insect wings protruding from between her 
shoulder blades flicked and fluttered in agitation. She'd already 
called Chat in a panic and confirmed that he, too, was stuck with 
the wings from his flight transformation. 


Somewhere between her hurried phone call and a little frenzied 
brainstorming with Tikki, she finally remembered that she'd 
forgotten to label her experimental potions...and at that point 
it was just a matter of remembering exactly what she'd put in 
them. She also apologized profusely to her partner, of course, 
because she wasn't the one who had to hide an enormous pair of 
bat wings from her family. 


The next morning, Marinette wrapped herself tightly in her 
blankets and feigned sick for as long as it took to convince her 
parents to let her stay home for the day. Once she was alone, she 
packed up her cauldron and fled out her skylight. 


Cosmo Bug and Astro Chat met on a secluded rooftop, and then 
spent their entire afternoon picking through ingredients, trying 
to reverse-engineer the unfortunate flight potion. The rooftop 
was littered with jars filled with everything from poppy seeds 
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to pigeon feathers, the latter of which Chat held with ginger 
fingers as he passed it to her, as though the thing could trigger 
his allergies even through glass. 


"Not that | don't adore your creative spirit, milady,” he said, nose 
wrinkling as he dropped the jar into her hand, "butthis seems... 
alittle out of hand. | feel like potion-making should be a more... 
precise thing.” 


"It's like baking,” Cosmo Bug replied with a dismissive wave. 
"You can experiment as long as you have ingredients that do 
more or less the same thing as the original recipe. Probably.” 


Chat blinked at her. “That's not comforting.” 
"Hush up and hand me the sunflower oil." 


A dash of this. A pinch of that. Cosmo Bug's tongue stuck out 
as she concentrated on mixing the ingredients, until screams 
echoing in the distance pulled her attention. She immediately 


"Come on, really? | just need one more minute!" 


Astro Chat already had his baton out. He gave her a gentle pat 
on the shoulder. "I'll hold things off while you finish up, milady. 
Just meet me over there when you're done.” 


With a cheerful salute to her solemn nod, he bounced off into 
the fray. That left her to focus on the cauldron in front of her, 
which was now releasing a thin spiral of yellow steam. That 
seemed...sort of familiar, so hopefully, that was a good sign. 
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She added one more ingredient and spent an extra minute 
stirring, trying to be as careful as possible. A loud smack and 
Chat's pained cry in the background made her stir a little faster, 
sweat beading on her forehead. At last, she finished. 


"| really hope this works," Cosmo Bug muttered to herself, 
before scooping a portion of the concoction into a vial and then 
determinedly tipping it all down her throat. 


Nothing much happened, at first. The potion tingled as it went 
past her lips, then she felt it rumble in her stomach, and then 
finally, her form changed with a distinctly magical-sounding 
pop. Suddenly, she was regular old Ladybug again. 


She let out a little cheer of victory, only to halt her celebrations as 
Astro Chat came flying past her and smacked right into the wall. 


"Perfect timing, kitty cat." Ladybug smiled at him, shaking a fresh 
vial enticingly in front of his eyes. He slid from the wall with a 
groan before shakily reaching for the vial, then downed the 
liquid in one gulp. He bounced back almost immediately after, 
now wearing his original costume. 


Ladybug felt a lot more agile without the wings-the flight suit 
might have been great for fast, stream-lined movement, but it 
wasn't as great at maneuvering around enemies. Chat seemed 
to share the feeling, as she counted him performing no less than 
five unnecessary flips mid-battle (not that she didn't indulge in a 
few extra yo-yo swings herself, of course). 


In the end, their enthusiasm only helped them defeat the villain. 
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The battle was over before either of them were more than a 
single warning blip past their special powers. 


“Pound it!” 


Chat Noir leaned on his baton, tail flicking playfully and his 
shoulders relaxed without his winged burden. “Well, milady, 
it's been an interesting afternoon. A bit touch-and-go for a little 
while, but as always, you've come out on top.” 


"Couldn't have done it without you, Chat,” Ladybug replied, 
giving him a scratch under the chin. "See you next time?" 


Chat responded with a little shiver, especially delighted by the 
affectionate touch, and then kissed her hand. "Next time, Bug." 


Ladybug hummed a cheery tune as she packed up all her potion- 
making supplies, then swung her way home in a much better 
mood. She finally let out a long, relieved sigh once she touched 
down, her detransformation feeling almost as good as stepping 
out of a hot shower after a long day. 


"Wow, am | glad that's over! | really need to be more careful with 
labeling my potions, right, Tikki?" Marinette paused when her 
kwami didn't answer, and looked up to find Tikki cringing at her 
in sympathy. 


^. Tikki?" 


"Well," Tikki began slowly. "The good news is... you definitely 
got rid of the wings." 
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Marinette blinked. “What's... the bad news?” 


Before Tikki could answer, Marinettes gaze darted over to 
her mirror. As she approached it, she noticed the two spindly 
antennae that had sprouted from the top of her head. They even 
moved, twitching toward the mirror as she leaned in, standing 
up stick-straight when she jumped back with a yelp. 


"Oh. No." 
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After a few hours of catastrophizing, Marinette finally figured 
out that her antidote had at least... improved the situation. 
Antennae-and cat ears, in her partner's case-were a lot easier 
to hide than a pair of wings. She spent the remainder of the 
night crafting a hat that could conceal them comfortably without 
crushing them. 


As for the new antidote... she was working on that. 

She distracted herself with possible solutions on the walk to 
school the next morning, by some miracle making it there 
without tripping, but almost entirely missing the curious stares 
as she slipped into her seat. 


"Okay, are you and Adrien starting a trend or something?" 


As usual, the sound of Adrien's name made Marinette shoot up 
like a rocket. "What? Me? Adrien? Where? What trend?" 
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Alya shook her head with a small chuckle. “Relax, girl. | just 
mean that you two were both out sick yesterday, and now you're 
both showing up to school wearing hats. It's kind of a weird 
coincidence, don't you think?" 


"Huh?" Marinette blinked and finally dragged herself out of 
her own head to focus on her surroundings. She spotted Adrien 
almost immediately-at the front of the room, talking to Ms. 
Bustier-and noticed that, yes, he was also wearing a hat. It was a 
similar style to hers, too, with a soft brim and a high, roomy top. 


Definitely an interesting coincidence. 


Before Marinette could think too much more on it, the bell rang 
and Ms. Bustier ushered everyone into their seats. Marinette 
tried her best to focus on the lesson, but between the potion 
ingredients swimming around in her head and the antennae 
twitching beneath her hat, she was finding it very hard to 
concentrate. 


Also, Adrien kept scratching his head.That was strange. It seemed 
like his hat was bothering him, and she wondered why he didn't 
just take it off. It wasn't like he had any buggy appendages to 
hide. 


Nino soon voiced her thoughts in a concerned whisper, only for 
Adrien to wave him off with an uncomfortable smile. 


"| can't, it's... uh... my dad really wants it to get the exposure, 
you know?" 
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Nino looked skeptical, but he shrugged it off. "Well, if he's 
looking for buyer opinion, then tell him no one's going to want 
an itchy hat." 


Adrien laughed, though it sounded a little more like someone 
was pushing on his stomach. "Thanks, I'll let him know." 


The day should have been fairly normal after that, even if 
Marinette would have been fairly occupied for much of the day 
thinking of potions... and, well, that was really the problem, 
in the end. She was deep in Guardian-mode, not paying much 
attention to what was going on around her, and ultimately, she 
wound up somewhere she wasn't supposed to a short time after 
classes let out for lunch. 


It wasn't the first time she'd accidentally let herself into the boys' 
bathroom, nor was it the first time she'd locked eyes with Adrien 
Agreste in that setting (Alya still teased her about that particular 
confession-gone-awry). The cat ears were new, though. 


Adrien stared at her, looking half-crazed, while she stared at the 
two black ears twitching atop his head. His hat lay forgotten on 
the sink, no doubtfora moment's relief from cat-ear confinement. 
She couldn't blame him, really. She'd hoped to let her antennae 
breathe a little once she was alone, too. 

She just needed to process... this... first. 


"Marinette, | can explain-" 


Marinette let the bathroom door swing shut and ran for the girls’ 
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room instead, shutting herself in a stall to freak out in peace. 


Well, as peacefully as one could freak out about learning that 
their superhero partner and longtime crush were the same 
person, anyway (and also maybe a little bit about how cute 
Adrien looked with cat ears-because he looked really cute). 


She stayed there for a good twenty minutes. Adrien, to his 
credit, didn't immediately barge in to try and explain, nor did he 
completely abandon her to her crisis. Instead, he went and told 
Ms. Bustier that she wasn't feeling well, then graciously offered 
to walk her home once she was done panicking. She couldn't 
see the ears now that he'd put his hat back on, but she knew 
Chat's guilty face well enough by now to know that they were 
probably laying flat on his head (and that was still a really, really 
cute image). 


"| didn't mean to frighten you, Marinette.” 

She responded with a sigh. "It's okay, Chat. It's not your fault.” 
"But I-wait, what did you call me?" 

Marinette stopped at the bottom of the stairs that led to her 
room. She turned and gave Adrien a somewhat weary smile 
before opening the door and gesturing up the stairs for him. 
"Since you're here, do you want to help me with the antidote?" 
she asked, instead of clarifying. She watched him put the pieces 


together anyway, his eyes going wide as he looked her up and 
down. Marinette's hand stayed surprisingly still on the door 
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handle while Adrien had an internal crisis of his own. After a 
moment, though, she added, "I can get snacks." 


Adrien finally picked his jaw up off the floor, and he smiled 
warmly at her. Her heart fluttered. His voice was soft. "Lead the 
way, milady." 
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All mental breakdowns aside, knowing her partner's identity 
made things easier going forward. Adrien was able to help 
Marinette with the potion again, and then with the fallout when 
the new antidote inevitably failed. Again. 


And again. And again. And again. 


They got rid of the ears and antennae, only to deal with fangs and 
mandibles the next day-it was easier at that point to wrangle 
another sick day out of their respective parents than try to explain 
why Marinette's cheeks were bulging or why Adrien kept biting 
his tongue. Communication between them was hilariously 
terrible, though Adrien dutifully assisted her with the potion, 
anyway, handing her anything she waved her hands at. 


The day after that, Adrien helped Marinette hobble around her 
bedroom while she struggled with her new compound eyes, a 
fair bit harder to handle than his slitted pupils. He also helped 
her get dressed that day, a mortifying experience they both 
agreed never to speak of again. Despite getting rid of the fangs 
and mandibles the previous day, they still spent much of the 
afternoon in awkward silence. 


)» » 5090000(€( (€ A Familiar Charm: A Miraculous Ladybug Magic Zine 


She helped him balance with his new tail the day after that, 
though it kept knocking things over while they were trying to 
keep him upright. The hard shell that had formed on Marinette's 
back was more uncomfortable than a real hindrance, though, so 
that was one less thing to worry about. 


It could have been worse. Maybe. Although, not being able to fix 
things was driving Marinette crazy. 


"Ugh, when is this going to end?" Marinette let her head fall onto 
her desk with a loud thunk. Adrien patted her shelled back. 


"You're doing your best, Marinette,” he said, ever the optimist. 
“I'm sure you'll find the solution soon." 


"I'm afraid to try anything else!" she cried. "What if | turn us 
into full-blown animals next? | can't fight villains as an actual 
ladybug! This is a disaster!" 


She groaned. Her head fell to her desk again. 


"Maybe it just needs to run its course, then?" Adrien said after a 
moment. "Work its way out of our system." 


There was another moment of silence. Slowly, Marinette lifted 
her head from her desk and blinked dazedly at the wall, as 
though the suggestion had just smacked her upside the head. 


"...[ didn't even think of that,” she said, very quietly. 
Adrien just grinned. His tail flicked behind him in what could 
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only be a smug fashion. "That's why you have me, milady.” 


They decided to give it a week. In the end, the problem only 
carried on for three days-Adrien managed with his tail, and 
Marinette contented herself with sleeping on her side until the 
time was up. On the morning of the fourth day, she woke up to an 
excited call from Adrien, reporting that his tail had disappeared. 
It only took her another moment to realize that her back was no 
longer stiff from rolling onto a buggy shell in the middle of the 
night. 


The two met up on the rooftop later that afternoon and shared 
a victory ‘pound it, celebrating the end of the very long week 
they'd had. 


"| have to admit it, it was a good idea, kitty." Ladybug sighed in 
relief, and gave herself a good stretch. 


"Sometimesthe simple solutions are the best ones," Chat replied. 
"| just know I learned my lesson about not labeling my potions 
right away,” Ladybug said. "Oh! That reminds me, | brought you 
something!" 

She opened up her yo-yo, then, and pulled out a familiar-looking 
cheese box, which she handed to her partner with a cheery smile. 
He regarded both her and the box with a tired wariness. She 
beamed at him innocently. 


"What? | labeled them properly this time! Honest!" 
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Adrien paused in the doorway of the farmhouse's cream and 
white kitchen and took a moment to appreciate the sight of the 
woman before him. Marinette was kneading bread on the tiny 
butcher block counter. The fitted bodice of her pink gingham 
dress showed off her trim waist, and her toned calves peeked 
beneath the hemline of the full skirt. 


He silently padded up behind her, his chest almost touching 
her back when he held the small bunch of pink roses under her 


Seal It "e 


"Adrien!" Marinette gasped, spinning to face him. "Don't sneak 


up on me like that.” She swatted his chest, leaving a white 
A d ° . handprint on his black button-up shirt. "I swear, | should put a 
| (| ISS bell on you.” 
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"My apologies, Princess. The children picked these before bed 

and asked me to deliver them to you." He held the flowers 

between them, putting a much-needed barrier between his lips 
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Of course, it wasn't helping that he was leaning over her with 


me By m ost| oved 0 | rl his hand braced on the edge of the counter, trapping Marinette 
| ~ 


between him and her baking. She didn't seem to mind. 
di | Marinette smiled sadly. "They're lovely. Put them in water for 
me?" 


Adrien frowned, dropping the flowers to his side. "What's 
wrong?" 


"Nothing," she insisted, turning back to the lump of dough. 
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"You know, wheneveryou say ‘it's nothing, it'salwayssomething," 
he murmured in her ear. 


Marinette shivered and pushed him away with her hips. Adrien 
stepped back to give her room but didn't give up his silent 
staring contest with the back of her head. 


"Can we please not talk about this right now?" she pleaded, 
covering the dough with a towel to let it rise. 


"And when exactly are we going to talk about it?" 

"Adrien..." 

He set the roses on the table and hugged Marinette from behind. 
"Tell me.” 

"Mama? 15 everything alright?" Ten-year-old Hugo appeared at 
the bottom of the stairs in his nightshirt, his lips pressed together 
in a thin line and his brows furrowed with worry. 

"She's fine, just a bit tired,” Adrien assured him. "Will you keep 
an eye on your brother and sister for a bit? Your mama and | are 


going to take a little stroll outside.” 


Hugo's face was still pinched in concern, but he nodded 
obediently and retreated up the stairs to the children's bedroom. 


Adrien walked Marinette to the kitchen's back door, leading 
her out into the warm, late spring air. He held her hand as they 
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silently walked the perimeter of the vegetable patch between 
the house and the edge of the woods. 


On their second lap past the artichokes, Marinette sighed and 
leaned her head on Adrien’s shoulder. “Do you have to be so 
wonderful?” 


"| mean, | could try to be less charming, but I’m not sure how 
successful | would be at it. I am pretty amazing," he evaded as the 
sun slipped beneath the horizon. 


Marinette chuckled wetly and wiped her eyes. “There you go 
again; making me laugh when | want to cry." 


He raised their joined hands to his lips and kissed the back of 
her hand. “That was the plan. Now, what has my princess feeling 
down on this fine evening?” 


She blew out a breath, ruffling her bangs. “Honestly? You.” 


Adrien halted abruptly under an apple tree. "Me? Tell me what | 
have done and I shall make reparations at once." 


Marinette faced him, studying his eyes. His heart skipped a beat 
when she took a half-step closer and gently swept his bangs 
away from his face with her fingertips, barely touching him and 
leaving tingles of energy dancing along his skin. 


"You know what Louis said to me when | got him up this morning?" 
she began quietly. "He asked if ‘Papa’ was awake yet. And Emma 
has been asking for green ribbons in her hair because they 
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match the color of your eyes. And Hugo... Hugo asked for a black 
shirt the next time he gets new clothes. He wants to emulate you 
and is seeking your approval. Even that stunt they pulled tonight 
with having you bring me roses-they're hoping we'll fall in love 
so that you'll stay and be their father." 


Knowing that it was the opposite of what he should do but unable 
to resist, Adrien pulled Marinette into his arms and rested his 
forehead on her shoulder with a grimace. "Those kids deserve 
the world. It's amazing that you took them in after their parents 
passed, and you've done an incredible job raising them on your 
own. | understand that they want a father, and | want them to be 
happy, but it can't be me.” 


"Why not?" she asked, stroking his hair soothingly. 

Because l'm not human. 

"Because they deserve better than a random stranger you took 
in out of the rain one evening," he said instead, leaning into her 


touch and carriage return." 


"You're kind, considerate, helpful, hard-working, and you love 
them. | think you'd make a wonderful father.” 


Warmth blossomed in Adrien's chest at her words spoken softly 
in the twilight, surrounded by the scent of apple blossoms and 
serenaded by crickets chirping. It was comforting and exciting 
and terrifying all at once. 


"And you?" he murmured, nuzzling her jaw with his nose. "Do 
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you think I'd make a good husband?" 
Adrien was on the edge. He could feel it. If Marinette said yes, 
he'd have to tell her the truth about what he was. 


^l..." she began breathily, her fingers curling in his shirt and hair, 
prompting him to hold her tighter. “There's something | have to 
tell you.” 


Whatever Marinette had to say was interrupted by a scar of purple 
light tearing open the borders between realities right over the 
cabbages. Miasma spilled from the tear, causing the leaves on 
the plants to blacken and whither. 


Months of waiting, and it chose now to open? The universe really 
did have terrible timing. 


Adrien snarled and pushed Marinette behind himself 
protectively. “Are you kidding me?! We were having a moment!" 


“Adrien?” Marinette questioned, her voice quivering. 


"I'll explain later.” | hope. "When | tell you to go, run for the 
house. Keep the children inside.” 


He clenched his right fist, channeling power through his ring. 
The silver metal turned black, releasing the glamour that hid his 
black, velvet cat ears and sleek tail. Sparks of green energy danced 
around his body like a localized lightning storm, replacing his 
clothing with black, skin-tight armor. The black mask of the Chat 
Noir clan covered the top half of his face, and wicked claws tipped 
the fingers of his gloves. 
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"You're a werecat!?" Marinette yelped. 


Adrien didn't have time to ask how she knew about his species. 
A figure was emerging from the void bordered by purple light. 
It had a female form dressed in orange and white oriental robes, 
and a traditional Japanese fox mask covered her face. 


The rift closed behind her, and the demon stretched her arms 
over her head luxuriously. Adrien growled when her sickly sweet 
scent reached him. 


"Kitsune," Marinette whispered. 


Adrien almost glanced over his shoulder at the human woman. 
She shouldn't have been able to identify the demon on sight. 


"We are seriously having a talk once this is over." 


He grabbed the silver rod holstered at the small of his back and 
extended it to bo staff length. 


"Oh, a welcoming party. How sweet,” the demon cooed 
saccharinely. 


"That's right, and you're the guest of honor. Marinette! Go!" 
Adrien rushed the intruder. Hopefully, this would be over in 
seconds. Carriage return. 


The fox sneered. "What? Plagg couldn't be bothered to greet 
me, so he sent a kitten instead?" She twirled her fingers, and 
a bamboo flute appeared in her hand in time to block Adrien's 
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attack. The demon gave him a quick once over. “Though | must 
Say, you are a handsome one.” 


"Shut up," Adrien spat, taking a swipe at her face with his claws. 
She backflipped away from him, dancing away like a phantom. 


Adrien coiled to spring at her again, but his cat ears perked up at 
the innocent sound of wood scraping against wood. 


He glanced up, only for his heart to stop at the sight of seven- 
year-old Emma standing at the open window of the children’s 
bedroom. 


"Mama? Adrien? What's going on?" 


Adrien's shouted order for Emma to shut the window was 
drowned out by the kitsune's gasp of delight. 


"A human child! Come to Volpina, my sweet. You look delicious." 


The demon rose on a black cloud of miasma to the open window. 
Emma shrieked, and Adrien jumped. 


He snagged the fox's ankle with his claws and dragged her to the 
ground, but not before she reached into the bedroom, extending 
her needle-like fingernails. 


Volpina kicked Adrien off her and rolled to her feet. Adrien hissed 
when he saw the red staining the tips of her claws. She gave one 
of the nails a lick, tasting the blood. 
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"Delicious," she crooned, her eyes flashing magenta in the near- 
darkness. 


A battle cry tore up Adrien's throat, and he started hurling acid- 
green mage fire from his hand at the demon. She nimbly evaded 
every volley. Missing their intended target, the flaming orbs 
struck the trees at the edge of the forest. The leaves caught, 
creating a ghoulish background to the battle as the branches 
burned, and green flames licked at the bark of the trunks. 


The demon laughed. "You'll never catch me, kitten." 


Pushed past the limits of his patience, Adrien summoned a 
Cataclysm. Particles of black energy that reeked of death swirled 
around the fingers of his right hand. One touch was all it would 
take. 


"Not playing around anymore, are we?” Volpina taunted, not 
sounding concerned at all. 


"We never were,” Marinette said from behind him. Carriage 
return. 


Adrien's gut dropped further. "What are you doing here?! Get in 
the house!" 


Instead of heeding his words, Marinette stepped to his side. "No. 
We do this together." 


Adrien dared to take his eyes off his target to snap at the woman 
he loved. "Would you just-" 
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"I'm sorry,” Marinette whispered. Before he knew what was 
happening, she cupped her hands behind his neck and pulled 
him down to meet her lips. 


The world could have shattered into atoms, and Adrien wouldn't 
have noticed. Lights burst behind his closed eyes like fireworks 
on a moonless night. Ancient magic twisted around him and 
Marinette, weaving their fates together and tying his soul to hers 
for eternity. 


Power flowed into him, making his cells vibrate with energy 
and his ring burn. Gasping, Adrien broke away from the kiss. 
Marinette dropped to the ground on all fours, panting for breath 
as her fingers curled into the grass. 


"What's this?" the kitsune crooned. "One last kiss before | kill you 
all?" 


"You're the one who's going to die," Marinette swore. Lines of 
red light spread from her hands, twisting into patterns and runes 
until a magic circle slowly formed across the ground under her. 
Chains of red light sprang from the circle, wrapping themselves 
around the demon's body. 


"What?! Release me!" the fox commanded. 
"Adrien, now!" 
He didn't need to be told twice. With Marinette's magic binding 


the demon in place, Adrien jumped. The small particles of 
destruction magic he had summoned became an inferno of 
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black and green light barely contained by his clawed hand. He 
pressed the mass of destructive energy into the kitsune's chest 
where her heart would be if she had one. 


With a blood-curdling scream, Volpina crumbled to dust, her 
mask falling onto the pile of ash. The now blackened mask 
pulsed with a purple light, and the ashes started shifting like the 
dance of a charmed snake. 


Marinette's magic circle collapsed as she stumbled over to the 
mask. "Oh, no, you don't. You're not going to reincarnate ever 
again." She held out her hand and summoned a small circle of 
magic in the space between her flat palm and the surface of the 
cursed object. “Purify.” 


White light enveloped the mask at her command. After a 
moment, the light faded, leaving a plain, porcelain mask behind. 
"Care to do the honors?” Marinette offered. 


"With pleasure.” Adrien raised his steel-toed boot and crushed 
the mask beneath his heel. 


With the threat gone, he turned his attention to the forest. Green 
mage fire had spread through the trees, casting an eerie light on 
their surroundings. Normally, it would take him some time to put 
out the fires one by one. With his new reservoir of power at his 
command, extinguishing the flames was as simple as snapping 
his fingers. 


Adrien winced at the charred remains of the once lush forest, but 
there was nothing he could do about the destruction. It was the 
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nature of his magic. 


Returning his baton to its place on his back, he took Marinette 
by the hand and helped her to her feet. "So, you're a witch,” he 
said evenly. 

Marinette looked at him, her large, sorrowful eyes reflecting 
starlight. She then gasped, her face paling with dread. “Emma!” 
Adrien hissed a swear under his breath. How could he have 
forgotten their little girl? 


He swept his lady into his arms and sprinted to the house. The 
wood frame around the latch was reduced to splinters when 
Adrien kicked open the door. He'd deal with it later. 


In two seconds, they were in the children's bedroom. Adrien 
released his armor transformation and dropped to his knees, 
holding Marinette to his chest. Emma was safe. 


She had been saved by her big brother. 


Hugo lay on the rug, whimpering in pain. Four, deep gashes on 
his back were oozing blood. Deep blue veins stood out against 
his pale, clammy skin. 


Emma and little Louis left him and ran to their mother. Marinette 
slid off Adrien's lap to the floor, embracing her two younger 
children as they sobbed. 


"Shh," Marinette soothed them through her tears. "He'll be 
alright. | promise he'll be alright. Adrien, take them." 
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Adrien opened his arms, and Emma and Louis climbed into his 
lap. He cuddled them close as Marinette knelt over her dying 
son. 


"Can you heal him?" he asked, his mouth dry. 

"I think so. If not... No. | will" Marinette held both of her hands 
over the boy and closed her eyes. Power radiated off her skin 
with a red glow. Her magic circle drew itself across the floor faster 
than the first time. 


Adrien expected Hugo to be bathed in a white light like when 
Marinette had purified the kitsune's mask. His witch subverted 
his expectations once again. 


A swarm of glowing ladybugs burst out of the magic circle and 
swept over Hugo's body. They then swarmed through the closed 
window like it was nothing more than mist and into the yard and 
forest. 


Adrien's jaw dropped. Everything the ladybugs touched instantly 
reverted to its state before the battle. In less than a minute, the 
glittering bugs faded and winked out, leaving a healthy garden 
and unmarred forest behind. 


"How...?" 
His attention was snatched by Hugo sitting up and rubbing his 
eyes. "What happened?The lastthing | remember is that monster 


going after Emma, and then-" 


Marinette threw herself at her son, hugging him tightly and 
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sobbing with relief. 


His skin had returned to a healthy, sun-kissed pink, and the 
slashes on his back were healed without a mark. Even the cuts in 
his nightshirt had been mended and the blood scrubbed clean. 

"Uh, Adrien? A little help?” the boy pleaded. 


Adrien wanted to cry with relief as well, but he held it in, save for 
the silent tear tracking down his cheek. 


"Sorry, kid. Part of being a man is learning how to deal with 
crying women." 


Hugo didn’t look happy about that piece of wisdom, but he 
gingerly patted Marinette’s back as they waited for her to calm 
herself. 
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It was midnight by the time Adrien and Marinette got the 
children settled and tucked in bed. They padded downstairs 
and collapsed on the sofa in the living room, physically and 
emotionally exhausted. 


Adrien wrapped an arm around his witch and cuddled her into 
his side. "Some evening, huh, my Lady?" 


She wrinkled her nose adorably. "My Lady? I'm not sure about 
that. I'm just Marinette.” 


"You're so much more than that, Bugaboo." 
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Her disgusted look intensified, making Adrien laugh. How he 
loved this woman. 


Marinette blushed and looked away. “I’m sorry, Adrien." 
"For what?" 


"For landing you in this mess-with the familiar contract. | 
promise, I'll find a way to break it." 


Adrien's face immediately fell. He gawked at her, his cat ears 
flattening in his hair. "You can't be serious." 


"| am!" she insisted. "| realize it's never been done before, but 
l'm not going to leave you stuck in a contract that you never 
consented to. It wouldn't be fair." 


Adrien gently stroked her reddened cheek. “Marinette...” 


"I'm sorry!” She burst into tears and fell onto his chest, clutching 
his shirt. “I'm so sorry. didn't know what else to do! That demon 
was threatening our family, and | felt so powerless. But | knew 
that if | had a familiar | could unlock my witch-power and help, 
and-l'm sorry!” 


Adrien combed his fingers through her silky, raven hair as she 
let her emotions run out. "That's what you were going to tell me, 
wasn't it? Before we were so rudely interrupted. That you're a 
witch." 


Marinette nodded into his shirt, her sobs starting to quiet. 
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"Darling, there are a few things | need you to know. First, I'm 
not upset about being in a contract with you. Second, | have 
every confidence that you could find a way to break it, but you 
shouldn't bother because, third, | have intentions of resealing 
our contract many, many times." 


Marinette peeked up at him, startled out of her crying. "What?" 
It was all the opening he needed. 


Adrien tilted her chin up tenderly and kissed her. There was no 
rush of ancient magic overwhelming his senses; but warmth 
filled his heart, and pleasant sparks tickled his lips as they 
pressed against hers. 


He broke the kiss, resting his forehead on hers and brushing 
their noses together. "What was it you were saying earlier, about 
me making a good husband and father?" 


"| didn't say that, did I?" 


Adrien grinned and wrapped her in his arms. “I'll swear on my 
nine lives that you did." 


"| know enough about werecat lore to know that you only have 
one life, Kitty." 


"But if | had nine, l'd spend them all with you.” He found her 
hand and threaded her fingers with his. "What do you say? Marry 
me?" 


Marinette gasped quietly and stared at their entwined fingers 
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for a long minute. She then sighed, resigned. "| might as well, me," Adrien coaxed, gently peppering kisses on her cheek and 
seeing as how l'm stuck with you for the rest of my life." the corner of her mouth. 


Adrien smiled triumphantly and nuzzled her face and hair, scent- Marinette smiled and draped her arms across his shoulders. "I 
marking his promised mate. "And you love me.” love you." 


"I do," she agreed. "You love me, too, don't you?" "| love you, too. What do you say to sealing our contract a few 
more times tonight?" 

"With all my heart." 
She giggled. "It can only be sealed once, silly." 

He kissed her again with a little more passion than their first two 

kisses. "My Lady, once will never be enough," he purred, closing the 
distance between them and kissing her once more. 

Marinette broke away when the sound of giggles floated down 


the stairs. )»5»5»0000€0€€(€( 
"You three get back in bed this instant!" 
"Listen to your mother!" Adrien sang, trying not to laugh. 


"Yes, Papa!" three voices chorused back, followed by more 
giggling and little feet stomping back up the stairs. 


Adrien smirked, his heart swelling with pride. This beautiful 
woman was going to marry him, and those kids were going to 
be his. Together, they would make a beautiful, patchwork family. 
And he couldn't be happier. 


"You like it when they call you that,” Marinette teased. 


"| do. Almost as much as | love hearing you say that you love 
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She shouldn't go back. 

She shouldn't want to go back. 

Marinette had always prided herself as being a practical, 
cautious sort of girl. A bit of a romantic at times, yes, and some 
would say too ambitious, but she never let herself get so swept 
up in these dreams that she lost her good sense. 


Or, she hadn't until now. 


Marinette should never have gone to visit Glóynbyw in the first 
place. 


She looked down at her sketchbook with a long sigh. 


Marinette tried to remind herself why she shouldn't, couldn't, 
go back: the cruel smirk of gold painted lips, the ache in herfeet 


after dancing, the mindless stares of the unlucky humans who'd 
been ensnared by enchantment. 


And then, there was him. 
The Prince. 


In her memories, he stood at the center of the room, surrounded 
by the cruel courtesans and hapless humans, his golden glow 
pushing everything else back, the force of his shine a tangible 
presence strong enough to repel the surrounding darkness. The 
others revolved around him, a whirlwind of danger and intrigue, 
and he was the eye of the storm: beautiful, and at peace. 


And alone. 
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Marinette knew this scene was nothing more than her own 
fevered imaginings — in reality, Prince Adrien had been in the 
thick of it all, mingling and dancing with his subjects, his smile 
as easy as it was restrained. He hadn't ever directed it at her 
of course - never noticed the mortal girl hidden safely in the 
shadows. 


That was for the best. It was safer. Safest in her home, far away 
from the fairy court. 


But even now, just remembering him, she felt pulled in towards 
his light with a desperate longing that made her forget that she 
should stay safe in the shadows. It was irrational; she didn't even 
know him. It was unlikely he'd have any interest in her even if 
they did cross paths again. 


Still, she couldn't stop picturing herself gliding through the 
crowds joining him in the center. Couldn't stop wanting to offer 
everything she had justforthe opportunity to bask in his warmth. 
Couldn't stop from wondering if she could make him feel a little 
less alone. 
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Ever since she'd returned from Glóynbyw, Marinette had felt 
like she was being followed. She'd dismissed it as nothing more 
than anxiety — something she was prone towards even at the 
best of times. Naturally, her tendency to catastrophize would 
spike into full-blown paranoia after a single encounter with the 
supernatural. 
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Marinette had a hard time keeping her cool before she knew that 
magic was not only real but something that could hurt her. 

Of course she'd be jumping at shadows for weeks afterwards. 
But then: the shadow jumped back. 


She'd gone out onto her balcony to transplant her lavender 
into a larger pot. The task was long overdue. Unfortunately, that 
meant the lavender had grown rootbound. She flipped the pot 
over, intending to give the bottom a soft tap and letting it slide 
out into her hand. 


Keyword: intending. 


Marinette was clumsy on the best of days, and the smallest flicker 
of shadow in her peripheral vision was enough to throw off her 
carefully graded force. The resulting sharp smack to the pot 
brought about a giant mess, a loud clatter, and the emergence of 
one very alarmed, human-sized black cat. 


Marinette screamed. 
The cat - which was not actually a cat at all - screamed back. 


"Chat Noir! Calm down!" Hissed another, much smaller floating 
creature, which resembled a small turtle. The cat that was nota cat 
- Chat Noir, she presumed - immediately closed his surprisingly 
human-looking mouth with a small pop. Not wanting to be the 
only one screaming, Marinette followed suit. 


"What are you doing here?" Marinette winced at how shaky her 
voice sounded, but she couldn't help it: they were clearly some 
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sort of fae, and if they were here, that couldn't be good news for 
her. At best, they were some sort of messenger. At worst... 


Marinette hoped she'd have a chance to say her goodbyes. 


"We've come to help you!" Chat Noir cheered with a boyish smile 
before kneeling down in front of her dropped plant, carefully 
scooping clumps of dirt back into the pot with his gloved hands. 
He was rather cute, she couldn't help but notice. Marinette 
resisted the urge to let her guard down. 


"What makes you think | need help?" She squinted at both of 
them, praying she sounded tougher than she felt. 


"| suppose you don't need help. You seem to have everything 
you need already." 


"Chat Noir and | have been watching you for a while,” the turtle- 
like creature added. "And it seems there may be something you 
want. Something we can help with — or, well, something the 
Guardian can help with." 


"The Guardian...?" Marinette shook her head. That wasn't the 
question she should be asking, no matter her curiosity. "What, 
exactly, is it that you think | want?" she amended. 


"Why," Wayzz's eyes bored into her own. "To return to Glóynbyw, 
of course." 


Marinette frowned. "Why do you think | want to go back?" There 
was no point denying that she'd snuck in — not if they'd been 
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watching her - but she hadn't exactly been sharing her thoughts 
on the matter for them to overhear. 


Chat Noir paused his sloppy (but appreciated) attempt to re-pot 
her lavender to look up at her. "Mostly your sketchbook.” 


They'd looked in her sketchbook? Marinette narrowed her eyes 
at him, hot anger bubbling up in her chest at the violation. She 
dung to the feeling: it was better than being afraid. 


"Especially those drawings of the purr-ince, he added with an 
infuriatingly saucy wink. 


The heat crept up into Marinette's face now. "You-you... you 
stupid cat!" 


Not her best comeback, but Chat Noir's face crumpled all 
the same. Marinette felt an absurd pang of guilt, and was 
immediately annoyed at herself for it. He was the one spying on 
her, he should feel bad! 


"Don't you like him?" he asked, mournfully, the edges of his 
black mask crinkling together where his brow would meet. 


Marinette felt like she'd lost the script. She'd assumed he was 
teasing her, a mortal, for the audacity of harboring a crush on a 
prince of the fae, but instead, he seemed almost... disappointed 
at the idea he might've been wrong? 


"Ahem," interrupted her other guest. 
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"Sorry, Wayzz, Chat Noir replied, looking back down at the 
lavender plant, admonished. "Didn't mean to make the 
conversation go off-root," he added, patting the soil down around 
the plant. 


Marinette rolled her eyes and huffed. 


"What Chat Noir means to say, Wayzz waved his small, green 
arm for emphasis, "is that we've noticed your continued interest 
in our homeland and would like to assist you in your return." 


"That's very... generous of you," Marinette replied, not at all sure 
whether this was a show of generosity. "But | don't need help 
getting there." 


"Then what's stopping you?" Chat cocked his head, blinking. He 
looked especially feline like that, squatting on the ground with 
both hands resting together in between his legs. "Why haven't 
you come back?" 


She was definitely not going to think about the plaintive manner 
of his question. 


"Because it's dangerous? When Alya - my friend - when she-" 
Marinette cut herself off with a choked cry, remembering the 
glazed look in Alya's eyes as she'd danced and danced for hours, 
wearing down the soles of her shoes. Brave, inquisitive, stubborn 
Alya, caught by the whims of unscrupulous fae, unable to lift a 
finger to resist their magic- 


"The girl you saved," Chat's voice interrupted her racing thoughts. 
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"Y-yes," she admitted. She had managed to save Alya, but... 
"Wait, how do you know about that?" 


"Humans rarely notice those much smaller than themselves,” 
came Wayzz's cryptic answer. Then, he clarified: “I saw you. And | 
was not the only one impressed." 


Marinette assumed he was referring to Chat Noir, but then Wayzz 
spoke again. 


"The Guardian was impressed as well, Ladybug," he continued, 
referencing the name she'd used as part of the slapdash disguise 
she'd donned in her frantic rescue. "Which is why we'd like to 
make you an offer: we can help you procure a relicthat will allow 
you to navigate Glóynbyw safely, without fear of fae glamour." 


"What will you want in return?" With the fae, everything came 
with a price. 


"It's not what we will want, Marinette.” Wayzz's eyestwinkled, and 
Marinette wasn't sure what that meant. "It's what the Guardian 
will want." 


Well, she supposed she was going to learn who the Guardian 
was after all. 
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Marinette hadn't been thrilled when Chat Noir led her through 
the seedier side of town to a dingy massage parlor, nor had she 
been impressed by Wayzz's overdramatic "Behold, the Great 
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Guardian!" when she was introduced to a short, very mortal- 
looking man in a Hawaiian-print shirt. 


She'd been pretty sure the three of them were just pulling her 
leg throughout the Guardian's introduction and explanation of 
what, exactly, the Guardian was and what he guarded. At least, 
she had been right up until the moment Master Fu pulled out 
a painfully dusty, woefully outdated, undeniably magic-filled 
gramophone. 


Marinette hadn't even realized she had the ability to sense 
magic until she was hit with the full force of whatever the hell 
was inside that thing. 


But this? This Marinette could feel. 


She shivered with anticipation as the old man opened up the 
device to reveal a slightly smaller, black box covered in an ornate 
red sigil. The Miracle Box, he'd called it. 


"You're familiar with the effects of rowan berries, | presume,’ 
Master Fu said nonchalantly. “Very useful little fruits, but terribly 
delicate and easy to circumvent." 


He opened the lid of the box, revealing a series of colorful trays 
- mostly empty, but a few remained: an ornate golden comb, a 
braided tuft of fox fur, and, shining in the center on the black half 
of a taijitu tray, a set of lapidified berry earrings. 


"These should serve you much better than a string of dried berries 
around your neck,” he continued, plucking them out of the box. 
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"Of course, you'll wear those too - best not to let on that you've 
got a more powerful talisman protecting you. The contents of the 
Miracle Box are highly coveted.” 


He held them out to her, the berries catching a beam of light 
from the window, shining with dust motes dancing around his 
fingertips like sparkles. 


"Then why give them to me at all?” Marinette didn't want to look 
a gift horse in the mouth, but... she'd seen enough to know 
the fairy tales she'd grown up hearing were nothing but fables: 
mysterious old men didn't hand out priceless gifts in return for 
a show of virtue. 


Master Fu turned backto face the Miracle Box, a mournful shadow 
cast upon his brow. 


"As you can see, some of the artifacts | have been entrusted with 
have gone... missing. As their assigned protector, it is my duty 
to reclaim them." 


When he looked back at her, Marinette couldn't help but feel a 
pang of sympathy. 


"Alas, | am not as young as | once was, he expounded. "And so, 
| have accepted the necessity of recruiting others, even though 
it pains meto let another Miraculous out of my sight." Master Fu 
faced her fully again, silently renewing his offer with another lift 
of the earrings into the light. 


"If you're willing to help me -to help us - recover the missing 
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Miraculous, then take these earrings and swear yourself to me. 
I'm sorry to ask for a vow from you, but | have lived long enough 
that trust does not come easily anymore." 


Marinette could understand his lack of trust. She knew it'd be 
foolish to swear a vow to a man she hardly knew, and yet - the 
idea of returning to the fae world, of seeing him, of walking 
through the crowds knowing that none other could twist her 
mind or take advantage - she couldn't resist. 


Marinette reached her arm up towards the earrings and paused, 
unsure. 


And then she caught sight of Chat Noir's encouraging smile 
behind Master Fu. When their eyes met, he shot her a wink. It 
should've been unsettling, but instead, Marinette felt a sudden 
rush of... something. Comfort? Trust? She wasn't sure, but for 
once in herlife, Marinette Dupain-Cheng was ready to take a risk. 
“I'm in," she said, and when she reached out to clasp Fu's hand 
with her own, the jolt of magic from her first contact with the 
earrings shot through her body, and she knew it was too late to 
second guess herself. 


"Then repeat after me," intoned the Great Guardian as a soft glow 
built up around them. "I, Marinette Dupain-Cheng, daughter of 
day..." 
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Despite having been to the palace once before, Marinette — no, 
she was Ladybug now - couldn't help but feel overwhelmed by 
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its grandeur. 


Ladybug had no idea if the vaulted ceilings and intricate 
scaffolding interspersed with light are feats of architecture 
that could be replicated by human hands, but she was certain 
there was something inherently magical about the way sunlight 
echoed throughout the space even as evening fell outside the 
walls, and the way plants she couldn't name climbed up and 
down the walls without a trellis or even a crack in the marble 
walls to adhere to. 


She'd been outfitted by Tikki, a little red sprite similar to Wayzz, 
who was paired with the berry earrings. 


Still, Ladybug wouldn't blend in with the fae: Tikki's dress, 
though entirely of magical construction, was more inspired by 
a traditional hanfu than any dress she'd seen worn in Glóynbyw. 
Tikki had also taken inspiration from the ladybug theme, 
including black dots scattered across the bottoms of her billowing 
skirts and across her sash. 


Most important, however, was the black domino mask, which 
adhered to Ladybug's skin in a way the plastic mask she'd worn 
previously never could. With the protection of the mask and her 
earrings, Ladybug didn't need to hide - not the way Marinette 
had. Her safety didn't depend on being hidden in the shadows. 


Ladybug could go into the light. 


Ladybug could go find him. 
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Ladybug had other responsibilities too, of course, but Master Fu 
had not stressed any urgency for those: this night was just for 
her. 


So she could walk without guilt, without fear, without hesitation, 
unflinching as her footsteps sounded on the stone tiles of the 
atrium, making her way towards the ballroom. 


She wasn't sure what she'd been expecting when she entered: 
the crowds to part, like she was Cinderella, a singular beauty 
set apart from the rest? Absurd, really — even in Tikki's finery, 
Marinette's mortal beauty couldn't hope to stand out amongst 
the fae. But as conspicuous as she felt in her bold red and polka 
dots, Ladybug had still expected some eyes on her. 


But the party was in full swing already, and no one stopped to 
take in a late-arrival with no connections, no matter how peculiar. 
Ladybug wasn't... disappointed, exactly, as much as filled with 
a sense of unfulfilled anticipation at her anticlimactic entrance. 
She hadn't expected more, really, as much as she had built up a 
reserve of energy that was left unused. 


What now? 

She leaned against a fluted column, biting her lip as she scanned 
the crowd, trying to find the prince. She doesn't know how to find 
him, or if she can - doesn't know if she should. 


Instead... he finds her. 


Her gaze had been trained on the dancing crowds, so she'd been 
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completely unprepared when the smallest flicker of shadow in 
her peripheral vision caught her eye. 


And Marinette was clumsy on the best of days. 


If asked, she'd never be able to explain exactly how she'd 
managed to trip while standing still, but in Ladybug's defense, 
most of her ability to string thoughts together was subsequently 
wiped clean by the pair of strong, sure arms that caught her mid- 
fall and the peridot green eyes that met her own as she looked 
up towards her savior. 


"Well, hey there. Nice of you to drop in." Prince Adrien's voice 
was soft and somehow familiar as the sound caressed her rapidly 
warming cheeks. 


Of course it's familiar, you heard it before at the last ball, she 
reminded herself. 


"O-oh, I'm sorry,” she managed, still helplessly caught in his eyes 
above her as his forearms supported her head. "I didn't do it on 
purpose." 


Brilliant. He'll surely be impressed by your unmatched wit now. 


"Either way, l'm glad | caught you," he replied, helping her back 
up to a stand. 


He was? 


"| was hoping you'd do me the honor of a dance?" He reached 
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to scratch the back of his neck, ducking his head and causing his 
blonde fringe to fall into his eyes. 


It was... adorable. 


"You don't have to, of course!" He added frantically. "It's just an 
invitation, you're free to say no, | just... | would really, um, like 
it.” 


Was he nervous? 
With a sudden rush of confidence, Ladybug grinned. 


"I'd love to dance with you, Your Highness.” She could barely 
hear herself in her own voice - surely Marinette Dupain-Cheng, 
human disaster, wasn't this smooth, ever. But she felt different 
now, as if the magic keeping her safe from enchantment 
protected her somehow from mundane embarrassment as well. 
"In fact, a dance with you would be the highlight of my evening," 
she continued, and was rewarded with a blush that spread from 
Prince Adrien's cheeksto thetips of his pointed ears. Ladybug had 
no idea how she'd managed to affect the Prince so thoroughly, 
but she wasn't going to let this chance pass her by. 


She'd made the decision to be daring when she took the earrings 
from Fu, and she wasn't going to back down now that she was 
getting exactly what she'd desired. 


"I've admired you for a while, you know," Adrien admitted, his 
voice suddenly shy again. "Ever since you came to rescue your 
friend." 
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"You... saw?" 
"Who do you think told Master Fu about you?" 
"But... | thought...” 


“A recommendation from a member of the royal family is usually 
taken seriously, even by the Great Guardian. Others may have 
noticed you as well, but | was sure to contact him personally." 


And before she could even begin to formulate a question in 
response, he reached outto her with a smile as he turned towards 
the center of the room. 


Ladybug turned with him, gently placing her hand atop his own, 
relishing the contact as they made their way into the din, side by 
side. 


This time, the crowds did part, making way for the young prince. 
The eyes of the court fell on Ladybug the way she'd anticipated 
earlier, scrutinizing her every centimeter, but she no longer 
cared: she'd already caught the only eyes she cared for. 


Atthe center of the room, Prince Adrien brought them to a gentle 
stop and pulled in their joined hands towards his chest. His other 
hand came to rest on her hip, the warmth of his palm electric 
even through the layers of enchanted fabric covering her own 
skin. 


She noticed the way he looked at her, soft and fond and familiar, 
like they knew each other more than they really did, like he 
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wanted them to be even closer, like he felt the same pull towards 
her that she'd felt towards him that first night. 


She noticed the way his hair captured all the light in the room 
and reflected it twice as brightly, the way his cheeks still glowed 
a rosy pink, the way he smelled like soil and sun and something 
she couldn't name. 


And she noticed the way his lips parted as he looked at her, 
the way his eyes flickered down towards her lips, the way he 
interlinked his fingers with her own. 


"Ladybug," he murmured, flickering his eyes back up to meet 
hers. She stepped in closer to him at the next beat of the song, 
hoping against all hope that she was reading the signals right. 


"Your Highness,” she returned, her voice hitching at the end as 
he let go of her hand and brought his free hand up to cup her 
cheek. 


"Please, call me Adrien." He was looking at her lips again. 
She wished he'd do more than look. 


"Adrien." She liked how intimate it felt to say just his name. She 
liked everything about him. She wanted... she wanted- 


"With your permission?" He asked, leaning down, his breath 
ghosting across her lips and making her shiver. 


Ladybug snaked her own hands up into his hair, tangling his 
locks with her fingers as she pulled him down to close the gap 
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between them. 

He melted into her, his lips soft and warm against her own, 
surprisingly human but entirely magic. Ladybug felt their hips 
pressing into each other, doubtless breaking some fae decorum, 
but she didn't care: all she cared about was more. 

In the end, Adrien was the one to pull back, looking dazed yet 
still regal, even with the bright, boyish grin that stretched across 
his face. 

Avery familiar grin. 

"Chat Noir?" 

“At your service, my lady,” he said, and leaned in for another kiss. 
“Unbelievable.” She kissed him back. 


And once again, it was nothing but magic. 
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Lights dance across the room as guests trickle in, but you only 
have eyes for the girl whose hand is clasped around your own. 


"My Lady,” you murmur behind dark suits and masks. You twirl 
around the room with a clumsy grace that she manages to find 
charming, all the same. 


The girl smiles, grins, right alongside you, heady and 
breathtaking and ethereal. She playfully flicks a finger against 
your forehead, and Chat purrs at the warmth that breathes out 
from her touch, scattering stardust across the ballroom floor. 


Ladybug is beautiful, all dark hair, dark eyes, the sparkle of 

; something just and whole in the set of her gaze. You become 

` 0 | u (| eg GT) hypnotized by the flare of her dress with every step she takes, 

m back, back, even as her fingers reach out to caress your cheek, a 
č hair's breadth from making contact. 


It's almost as if she knows your thoughts. Your skin tingles in 
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She murmurs the universe in the space between your breaths, 
her lips close enough to lock with yours. "Et toi, mon Chat 
mignon," she promises, confident, free, and pushes you to 
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When you open your eyes once more, the Lady is no longer 
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The shadows are deeper, your skin cool, clammy to the touch. 

Betwixt the meandering path of butterflies as white as bone, 


By Wish M oon you place your fingers atop the place where hers rested, and 


hear the black cat within murmur: 
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"You really should have known better by now, Adrien." 
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Ladybug seals her promise with a kiss. 
When she slips from your hands like the skies beyond your 
reach, you don't notice the tears that trace rivers down your 
face, carving in them yet another home. 
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Shadows stretch from around the corners, as orbs of azure flame 
flicker and float above your head. Coalescing around the form of 
another, enveloped in the darkness of her own making. The girl's 
arms lean casually against the wooden tabletop, stained chips 
of glass scattered beneath her feet and something piercing in 
the slit-yellow of her gaze. 


Her tails curl like tendrils of smoke, as much a sign of ease as 
a promise of danger, chaos. She breathes in deep from a small, 
wooden flute within her hand, vines of verdure and petals of 
deep burgundy curling through the pockets of air in-between. 
Mist seeps from her mouth with a soft, smooth exhale, as full- 
moon eyes watch, and wait. 


"Oh?" she hums, when you are close enough to touch. "Has Chat 
finally caught your tongue?" 


Volpina is a witty, wicked woman. The secrets she steals are 
never free. 
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You shake your head. But this girl does not take silence for an 
answer. A hum rumbles deep from the depths of her body, and 
she breathes in, once more. Murmurs, “Careful, now, boy. The 
walls have eyes and ears that aren't mine alone, after all." 


And you hesitate to answer, because what's the point in hiding 
truths already laid bare? But she has no such qualms, and 
decides to take, and take, and take. 


She sees you swallow, nervous, wary. You see her smile wide. 


A flash of pink darts out as she licks her black-stained lips, 
reaching out claw-sharp nails to grasp at your loose collar. You 
yelp as you're yanked, down-down-down, and shudder at the 
feeling of her tongue against the bob of your throat, warm, 
cutting, scalding. 
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Volpina bites down, hard, and you choke. 
When she lets go, she nearly rips the threaded strands of 
muscle and sinew right out alongside her, not appearing the 
least bit apologetic. 
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You stumble and slip. Bring a hand up to cover the bitemarks 
carved into your neck. 


Breathe, and blink, as the feeling of being hunted dissipates 
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into warmth. The rays of sunlight stretch across the horizon, 
caressing the ice in your limbs. As salt and ocean spray slip 
through the gaps and force you to swallow them down, down. 


Grains of sand sink like shards of glass into your legs, but it's 
been a long time since you've felt pain. A long time, as the black 
cat sweeps clawed fingers through your hair, and rests warm, 
padded hands against the curve of your jaw, and asks, "Please, 
be careful?" 


And then you are no longer over the beach, nor sun, as your 
eyes close for but a moment, before there are arms around 
your own and water slipping its way through your nose, and 
you're thrashing, thrashing, the claws of something wild and 
unhinged and desperately, unerringly scared trying to escape 
past your lips, and - 
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You wake, and it is dark. Stone above, water below. The drip of 
an ocean trickling, from cracks and fractures too small to see. 


The soft glow of moonshine on gemstones scatter and refract 
and reflect upon one other, painting the cave walls with specks 
of light. Dim, blue, like the faded lamps of an underwater study, 
and twice as ethereal. 

"Welcome." 


"Oh," you think. 
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"Oh," Chat echoes. 


There is a girl, with hair dark as night, standing before you. Her 
eyes glimmer crimson in the soft, faded light that reaches her, 
as she slowly pulls a fencer's blade from out of its sheath at her 
side. 


"It's been quite some time," she states. "Since you last visited." 


Though her words are not meant to cut, they form a hollow 
pit. Because this girl is honest, and you have been cruel, and 
sometimes, your best ends up being the absolute worst you 
could have possibly given. 


She waits for you to steady your aching limbs and pick yourself 
up from the shallow pool of misery that has yet to drown you 
both. 


You already know the weight of expectations like the back of 
your hand. The white of her robes, the net of knots that veil the 
frame of her jaw. Her eyes shards that slice through the air like 
ice in the dead of winter. 


You're not that different, you and her. This is a fact you'd 
acknowledged, once. But though you'd offered her your hand 
to latch onto, she hadn't taken it, not at first. Yet it was you who 
had stopped reaching out, and her who had been left to pick up 
the remains of her pride with shaky, swollen fingers. 


"Ryuuko," Chat cries. 
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"Kagami," you weep. 


With the ring of a gong, the trickling of water dissipates. There is 
silence. You have to step back, back, to avoid the fleche. A feint, 
a lunge, and you are no longer in a cavern filled with lilypads 
and koi, but back home, back then, where the match is all you 
see. 


There's a saber of water in your hands. Arms move through the 
motions of another riposte and swing, barely grazing the side 
of the girl's neck. With every turn, a trail of fire slips from her 
mouth, leaving cinders in its wake, but all you can do is swallow 
her anger, her pain, and accept the way your flesh burns at the 
contact. 


It's pure (un)luck, when water quenches her flame, and steel 
spins a violent arc through the air. It spears through a pair of koi 
as the blade sinks into the ground. Pure (luck), when Kagami 
halts, her swift, unerring violence paused in favor of gasping in 
loud, harsh breaths. 


You let your own melt in your hands, and catch her body as she 
falls. 


"I could learn to love you," you hear Chat whisper, almost 
forlorn, as he brings your hand up to rest against the girl's 
shoulder. Almost touching, but not quite, the same way your 
hands almost cradle her chin, almost caress the space beneath 
her eyes, almost tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. 
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"Dragon eyes," you know, far too old and ancient for the form 
she inhabits. 


You want, but you do not know what it is that you want. Perhaps 
you've never known, but. It is easier to admit to almosts than it 
is to take that final step, and see if your promises are worth even 
half as much as your desires are. 


Ryuuko, so very sad, quiet, and wise, shakes her head, and 
states, 


“It would not be the same.” 
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Ryuuko's blade pierces your heart, and it hurts more than 
you'd ever have thought possible. 
Of course she'd choose to give you everything she has, when 
you've done nothing but take her friendship for granted, and 
left behind the charred remains of what could have been. 
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You gasp as you wake, as if for the first time since drowning in 
the deep waters below.The blood in your veins sings something 
discordant, terrible, alive, but all you can think of is Alya, with 
her fangs across your throat, and Luka, with his song trapped in 
your head, and Juleka, with her marks around your wrists. Think 
of Ladybug, who you'd never truly known, and Kagami, who you 
never truly tried to know. 
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And maybe it's the ghost of a kiss goodbye, or maybe it's the 
rift of a blade piercing your chest, but it feels as if everyone who 
you try so desperately to save wants to keep you alive instead of 
keep you sane, and - 
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Orikko's hands are steady when they move across the page. 
Out of the corner of your eye, something in his face flickers, 
and shifts, and changes. Into people you might have known, 
people you might still know, if only you could put a face to 
them all. 
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You stagger and stumble. Peer over the edge. Know better than 
to restinthe domain of the Akumatized, as threads of fate tangle 
around your limbs and stop you from touching damp earth. 


Should know better, Chat hisses, as you cough out feathers the 
color of bloody sunrises into the palms of your hands. 


Chat simply huffs, claws flicking hard at the center of your 
forehead. "Really," he says, as you flinch back, rubbing at the 
bruise already beginning to form, "It's almost like you're purrr- 
fectly terrible at reading the situation!" 


The thing is, Chat's not wrong. Though he speaks in riddles 
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and puns, you've never once had reason to doubt him. Never 
once had reason to think he'd mean you harm. Chat Noir is your 
identity, your past. Your future. Your other half, if he is to be 
believed. 


No, you trust Chat. Trust him with mind, body, soul. Your life, 
and the people that are in it, because.... Chat cares for you. 


Cares, in the way he plucks silken threads from off your joints 
with a pained expression, as your eyes trace cracks over shards 
of bone, scattered across the earth. Cares, in the way he snaps 
the webs off your wrists and pats your head with heavy paws 
when you hit the ground on hands and knees, scarred, forlorn. 
Cares, in the way he doesn't interrupt, when you notice how new 
growth seems to wither, and the silence becomes deafening, as 
life, itself, crumbles into ash as far as the eyes can see. 


Cares, in the way that he knows, and understands. 


(You're not like Chat, though. You don't understand, but you 
pretend. You have to.) 


When your teary eyes look up to meet his own, Chat frowns, 
and reaches forward with outstretched hands. Whispers, "I'm 
sorry. It's hard, | know it is," as he bends down to curl around 
you, the phantom feeling of chaos and calamity and home in 
the touch of his arms, the fog of his breath, the warmth of his 
body against your own. 


... He's not wrong about that, either. 
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Chat Noir is everything you want, and everything you wish you 
could be. 
But he is not you, and he cannot replace you, and maybe it's 
because you've been on your own for far too long, but... these 
days, Chat might truly be all you have (left). 
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There's a tapping near your ears, soft and soothing. Like the 
clack of shells against one another, the sound of gulls and the 
sea but a distant memory left in the echo of its wake. 


Above you, there are endless skies of cauliflower and azure. 
The clouds are bright, brilliant drifting, as if they have no true 
destination in mind. What you wouldn't give... 


You stretch out your arm, your hand, your fingers, as if you 
could physically grasp that feeling. As if you could hold onto 
something tangible, and safe, and real. It's a stray thought, of 
course, but, in that moment, it almost feels possible. 


Something shifts beneath you, and it's broken. You blink. 
Suddenly, there is a shadow that comes into focus, blocking 
your view of those blue, endless skies. 


"Hey, man,’ the boy says, smile soft. He offers you a hand, fingers 
lifting up off of his headphones to splay across the breadth of 
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your chest, where your heart beats, and beats, and beats. You 
take it. 


"How... how is everything?" you ask. 


A soft chuckle. "That's something | should be asking you, dude!" 
The boy jostles you, but not enough to push you off his lap. His 
laughter, like drums, whistles, new beginnings, is infectious 
and, soon, you're joining him. 


You hadn't realized how hard you'd been shaking. Admit as 
much, as you close your eyes just to breathe in the scent of this 
escape from everyone, everything. 


"But, no, seriously... how are you, Adrien?" 


"|... And that is the question, isn't it? The one you keep 
avoiding, because it's easier to pretend that everything is fine, 
nothing is falling apart, and can't you see, those perfect teeth, 
that promising smile, this mask that you keep wearing like a 
second skin, just so that Chat can watch you fall apart and put 
the pieces back together again? 


But he's earnest, and you're tired, and you don't really want to 
lie to your best friend. Not when he's the only one who hasn't 
changed. 


"... l'm doing better. Not, well, not fine, per se, but... | think | will 
be. Soon." 
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"Okay." You peer overthe side of the bench, where he's managed 
to carve a space for himself, and you, and everything else that 
gets left behind. “Okay.” 


You hum. He nods to himself. Turns his head away, before 
looking back down. 


"Okay, he says, again. Your eyes catch his, determined, 
desperate. "If anything happens, you'll say something, right? 
Not keep it to yourself?" 


Something like hysteria wants to bubble up and out your throat, 
laid bare to the world, but you manage to hold it in. Instead, 
you push yourself up, and what spills out is a strange, wheezing 
sound, almost like laughter, almost like a sob. "Y-yeah. Of 
course. I'll... I'll try." 


The boy nods, and you smile, and everything feels like it's not 
crushing you with the weight of it all. You're going to be okay, 
you think, as you lean against his back, and he leans against 
your side. You're going to be okay. 


Nino always did have a way of making you feel alright, even 
when your whole world had begun to fall apart. 
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Carapace isn't like the others, because what he offers you is 
Hope. 
You are nowhere, you are untethered, and maybe this pocket 
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of freedom doesn't really change things in the long run, but, 
sometimes, all you really need is for someone to look you in 
the eye, and promise things will be fine. 
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Nino is quiet, safety. Freedom from these bonds. Freedom from 
these contracts. And... it makes it so, so hard to leave of your 
own free will. 


So you wait, and you waver, and, as soon as dusk settles, once 
more, you leave someone behind. 


The path to her temple is long and steep, far, far removed from 
the others. This is something you alone, know, because she is 
one of the few you have visited, again and again and again. 


As you getcloser, you smell the heady, familiar scent of expensive 
perfume, and taste honey at the back of your tongue. When you 
step onto the marble of her floor, there is little resistance. The 
spreading pool of thick, viscous gold marks you with color. 


Honeycombs grow between the columns below the ceiling. The 
beads that hang like curtains around the room rustle as you cast 
them aside. Like a spider's web, except you've never been this 
girl's prey. Not the way the others have. 


And, there you see Chloé, dressed in a gown of fine silk and 
velvet, glitter in the darkness of her eyeshadow and dark, dark 
gloss over the brown of her lips. She lounges atop her throne 
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with a bored expression, a fist beneath her chin and her eyes 
attentive as she listens to the buzz of her worker bees. 


Ittakes a moment for her to notice you. "Adrikins!" she squeals, 
when you finally stand before her, arms loose, already resigned. 


"Hey, Chloé,” you say, the quirk of your lips not quite as fake as 
you pretend. When she launches herself at you, you don't try to 
stop her, though you really, truly want to. Too many people have 
touched you, and not all of them have been safe. 


The girl giggles, and pushes away to examine you. Your chest, 
your waist, your arms and legs. All the things she always used 
to, when you first started eating less, and became sick with the 
burdens that imprisoned you. 


Her hair, you notice, as your fingers unconsciously move to trail 
through the honeyed strands, is still smooth to the touch. Her 
eyes, a breathtaking, brilliant cerulean, darken further, as her 
smile twists, and the hint of poison spills black onto her lips. 


The thing is, you already know what she's like. Already know 
how possessive, how lonely, this girl can be, deep down. The 
others forget, it was her who pulled you out of your sadness. 
It was her who pushed you into escaping the fate your parents 
and the world wanted for you, heedless of your cries. 


Your fingers twist down to where the strands of honey-blond 
darken into blackened gold, before moving further to lift up her 
wrist. 
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"My Queen," Chat smirks against the girl's palm, "a purr-leasure 
to see you, again." 
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Chloé is your first friend, and Chloé is your cage. 
When Queen Bee asks you to come home, it's because she 
knows how important Chloé is, in your bid to get back any 

semblance of control. 
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There's so little of you left at this point, when so much of your 
soul has been taken away. Bit by bit, piece by piece, and there 
are fragments of you, and Chat, and the Queen, and all the 
people that you know and that you love, in-between. 


You're lucky that you're so interesting. Lucky, that none have 
asked for more than you could possibly offer, and taken from 
you all that you are and could be. 


When you step into the foyer, it is to a scene you are all too 
familiar with. Picture-perfect poise in the portrait of a family, 
when a family was something you still had. 


The beings who stand before you are not the people you know. 
This isthe one secretthat you cannottell, because not even your 
friends are the ones from Before. 


Félix's grimace twists into a smile, but you've already seen past 
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the filtered frames to know truth from lie, and lie from make- 
believe. His tongue is honey, where Chloe's is poison, but they ))) 060660606000 
keep you grounded, when all you want to do is run-run-run. 

When you open your palm, you see blood, like ink, weeping 
You step into your role with wavering steps, and (do not) flinch from a stone. 
away from the smoke that seeps from your father's nostrils to 
curl against your throat like a noose, or a brand. The spark that ... Chat, you finally realize, is silent. 
leaps from your mother's fingertips circles and settles against 
the thrum of your veins, and reminds you not of home, but of )»)»5»00000€0(€(€(€( 
death, darkness, the feeling that there is nowhere to go but 
down-down-down. 


"You almost missed the family photo, Cousin Dearest,” Félix 
laughs, calm, prideful. You're not sure who he thinks he's 
fooling, when the reflection in his eye matches the contract 
written into your bones. 


His smile is a lie. Your frown is not. The dead stare you send him 
is caught in the flash of a camera's lens. 


Later, when the guests have gone and the picture frame sits 
atop a mantel in the corner study, you read the haunting, 
possessive hold of your parents’ ghosts in the black-and-white 
photo they've left behind. 


Behind you, Félix grins, sharp, wicked, and places a finger to his 
lips, to your wrist. His touch is the chill of emptiness at the back 
of your neck, but you still hear his words, ominous and true: 


"The clock's ticking, Adrien Agreste. What are you going to do?" 
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Before Bloodlines®, no one really appreciated the power of 
ancestry. Obviously, stories had been passed down about the 
portals, but even now, scientists have only just started to suss 
out where the unintentional gateways to alternate dimensions 
have developed over the last three thousand years. These 
days, portals still pop up from time to time but (most) humans 
know better than to approach a mirror universe and face the 
consequences. Marinette hasn't actually seen a portal in real 
life but their dangers have been drilled into her head ever since 
she was a toddler: never go into a portal and never engage with 
anything that comes out of one. 


Of course, that didn't stop any of their ancestors. In fact, that's 
the whole reason Bloodlines® exists in the first place. 


Mirror universes, as they're collectively termed, are Earth's 
timelines on a divergent path and as far back as anyone can 
remember, creatures of every shape and size have passed 


through their barriers. Merfolk, werewolves, vampires, chimeras, 
nephilim; you name it, there are people in Marinette's timeline 
who share DNA with them. After thousands of years of humans 
intermixing with different creatures from these portals, it's any 
wonder that people still look like people at all. 


Humans, however, have always been resilient. Marinette doesn't 
understand much about the study of genetics, but dominant 
and recessive genes have always been a common topic of 
discussion and for the most part, humans in her universe have 
tended to inherit features from their kin ancestors rather than 
their distant relatives. Marinette blesses her lucky stars for that: 
the Dupain's are descended from werewolves. 


Oddly, Marinette doesn't appear to have acquired any traits at 
all. 
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This isn't exactly uncommon, but it's certainly unusual. In fact, 
all of her classmates and friends openly share their positive 
Bloodlines? results. Luka and Juleka are descended from 
sirens, which accounts for their endless talents in the Arts, and 
Sabrina's innate ability to dissolve into the background can be 
attributed to her ghostly heritage. Chloé proudly boasts that 
her genealogical tree stems from the Greek Gods themselves 
(and Aphrodite in particular, as she'll often remind you) and 
Mylene, although timid, gets her unique stature from both of 
her parents' dwarven origins. 


Marinette tested negative at age seven and it doesn't bother 
her too much, being wholly human. Her skin doesn't sparkle 
in the sun like Rose's does and she can't mesmer an audience 
into buying clothes like Adrien can - sprite and Fay Positive 
respectively — but she likes to think that she's pretty good at 
sewing and drawing without being Positive; she doesn't need 
to have the genes of a fantastic creature to be successful in life, 
after all. 


That all changes the moment she becomes Ladybug. 


"Maman," Marinette asks, carefully avoiding her mother's eyes 
as she slides an onion across the blades of her mandolin, "are 
you sure you tested negative when you were a kid?" 


"| still have my test results around here somewhere,” Sabine 
replies, neatly breaking down a chicken with a cleaver, "but yes, 
I'm sure. The only Positive member of my family is my biao ji&, 
but that's only because my yí mà married a Positive." 
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"Oh." Marinette runs the mandolin under soap and water and 
leaves it to dry on the rack by the sink. “Are you talking about 
Li Min?" 


Sabine nods. “Last | heard, she found a job as an attorney in 
Shanghai. Fitting, | think, for a dragon." 
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Tikki explains that understanding how her powers affect human 
DNA is forbidden for them to know and that the answer lies in 
the Miraculous Grimoire, a Chinese tome written in a language 
neither she nor Master Fu can read. She can't seem to get any 
straightforward advice out of him either, and it all comes to a 
head when he leaves his memories behind and promotes her 
as Guardian of the Miraculous. 


"Are you sure you don't know how to read this?" Marinette asks 
her kwami for the umpteenth time, slipping her index finger 
into her mouth in the hopes of suppressing the pink sparks 
bursting spontaneously from her fingertips. 


"| shouldn't even be looking at this, to be honest," Tikki replies, 
still glancing at the iPad photos of the ancient volume over her 
shoulder regardless. "But this part seems familiar." 


"That's because it is familiar" Marinette glances around her 
bedroom and sighs. "If | don't learn to control this, someone is 
going to find out and then they'll tell someone else who'll tell 
someone else and then the media will catch wind of it and then 
I'll be all over the news and then Hawkmoth will see it and he'll 
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come find me and steal my earrings and-" 


"Marinette!" Tikki cries, waving her tiny paws. "It's okay! Take a 
deep breath!" 


LI But-" 


"| know it's scary," Tikki admits, pointedly drawing Marinette's 
attention away from the parade of animated, sentient dolls 
traipsing around her bedroom floor with the other kwamis. "But 
we're going to figure this out. This isn't the first time a Ladybug 
has developed...unusual traits." 


"Except you said all of your former Ladybug's were Positive! They 
already knew how to control their powers!" 


Tikki tries to smile encouragingly. "And it all worked out in the 
end! They don't call us Lady Luck for nothing!" 


"| wouldn't call this lucky," Marinette grouses, spinning around 
just in time to watch her Chat Noir doll score a goal on Sass. 
"| can reanimate dead flowers, | can turn dolls into little, tiny 
people..." Marinette draws her knees to her chest. "It's getting 
worse, Tikki, and | can't control it! What am | going to do?" 


"We're going to make a plan!" The Kwami of Creation exclaims 
with excitement, conveniently forgetting to mention just how 
much further this could get out of hand if the past was anything 
to learn by. "Come on, | know exactly what will make you feel 
better." 
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"If | touch a macaron and it grows arms and legs..." 


"It won't!" Tikki laughs a little too loudly, if only to hide the 
fact that she's not quite sure what they'll do if Marinette starts 
bringing cookies to life. 
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It's Su Han, of all people, who finally explains why Marinette is 
spontaneously sprouting flower crowns everytime she steps in 
the shower or gets caught in the rain. The chittering squirrels 
and cooing pigeons that flock to her balcony like she's Cinderella 
every time she heads up fora breath of fresh air is the final straw; 
she transforms in a flourish, grabs her iPad and finds the ornery 
Tibetan man in the hopes of sussing out the problem. Once he 
gets over his initial fear of the “enchanted parchment", Su Han 
confirms what Marinette had long suspected and ignored in 
favour of drowning herself in denial. 


Marinette is Positive. With the dominant traits of the Kwami of 
Creation. 


Her bond with Tikki has literally rewritten her DNA. 


Slumping over her schoolwork that evening, Marinette tries her 
best to console herself with sugary treats that thankfully haven't 
started running around on their own yet. At least her friends 
love her new look; today she’s sprouting daisies and cornflowers 
on the crown on her head and she'd coordinated her entire 
outfit to match the side effects of her brand new and entirely 
uncontrollable trait. Most people have control of their powers by 
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the time they reach adulthood — having spent their entire lives 
getting used to their quirks and knacks - but Marinette has only 
been Ladybug for a year and a half. 


"| can't imagine what Chat Noir must be going through," 
Marinette murmurs into her palms. With any luck, she thinks, he 
probably has it better than she does. 
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They say the road to hell is paved with good intentions, but 
Adrien — as kind-hearted as he is — is also descended from Fay. 
So you can see where this is going. 


Despite his father's well-known vampiric traits, Adrien's 
Bloodlines? revealed that he'd mostly inherited his Fay 
idiosyncrasies from his mother. He holds his results close to 
his heart and smiles whenever someone mentions it, proudly 
carrying on his mother's passion for acting in films and 
commercials as is natural for a Positive with the gift of mesmer. 
lying is as easy as breathing when it comes to maneuvering 
between his double life and he only gets more and more 
creative as Plagg's penchant for destruction seeps into his cells 
and changes him irrevocably. 


He doesn't exactly know how he does it, but entertainment of 
questionable legality always seems to follow him wherever he 
goes nowadays. He'd inadvertently started his first food fight 
yesterday in the cafeteria. He was served real Champagne 
instead of carbonated apple juice during last Saturday's gala. 
He'd even managed to sneak out of his bedroom on Friday for 
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Kim's birthday and he'd been the only one able to pick the lock 
on the gates to the outdoor pool for a midnight rager he'd never 
forget. 


Today, he sets the fire sprinklers off just as he's about to begin 
writing a test he didn't study for. He knows it was him this time; 
the inky black sparks of power bursting from his fingertips drew 
his awestruck attention moments before he was soaked with 
tepid water. This isn't the first time he's spontaneously caused 
chaos and it won't be the last, but it's the first time he hasn't had 
control over it. This is new, he muses, ducking out into the hall 
with the rest of his classmates. The stairs are slick and he catches 
Marinette right as she begins to lose her footing, falling back 
into his chest with a wet thump. 


"| thought you were wearing carnations,” Adrien says before he 
can stop himself, his jaw unhinging as Marinette's flower crown 
turns into pink roses right before his eyes. 


Marinette freezes in fear, stuttering incomprehensibly as her 
feet continue to slide out in front of her. "It's uh-I-it’s not-l 
mean-we need to-I've got-oh god, it's raining!" 


Adrien continues to stare as Marinette's roses blush with colour, 
blooming alongside a corona of Baby's Breath. "Um. Marinette?" 


"We geed to net out of here!" she interjects, grabbing him by 
the lapels of his sodden overshirt. He's still too dumbfounded 
to do anything other than reach upwards and caress a petal with 
the edge of his fingertip, shocking her into silence. 
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"| thought you were a Negative," he whispers, his voice catching 
in his throat as a tendril of ivy twirls around his outstretched 
finger and tugs him closer. 


"Lam! lam completely, one hundred percent human!” Marinette 
cries out, staring up past the fringes of her bangs as her newly 
developed powers surge like honey through her bloodstream. 
"This is-this is a prototype flower crown! | had-I mean, Max 
helped me! It's just technology, ha!" 


The lobed, glossy leaves now caressing his cheeks say otherwise. 
“are you Fay?" 


"No!" Marinette grabs the ivy and flattens their stems back 
against her scalp. “I’m not anything! I’m just a normal girl with 
a normal life!" 


"No you're not." Adrien's grasp on her is the only thing keeping 
her upright as she scrambles to explain herself, devolving into 
half uttered syllables. His eyes stare squarely at her lips, pink 
and wet and shining as water continues to fall like a deluge on 
top of their heads. "You're anything but normal. You're amazing." 


Marinette's already wobbling legs seem to turn to jelly and 
Adrien sinks down with her, far too enamoured with whatever 
the hell is going on to risk being caught by their teachers. In the 
abandoned halls of Collège Francoise-Dupont, Adrien's mind 
races with the impossible possibility. "Did you just find out you 
were Positive? Because | can help you, if you want me to-" 


His offer grinds to a halt in his throat as pink sparks begin to 
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dance along her forearms, bathing his own hands in a 
warmth so familiar it aches. She pinches her eyes closed 
and cringes as they skitter up her neck and into her 
ponytails, and Adrien feels the breath being squeezed 
out of his chest at the realization. His newfound powers, 
harnessed by his own Fay magic to wreck well-meaning 
chaos wherever he goes, have brought about a reveal he 
knows he wasn't supposed to ever find out about. 


"Ladybug?" 


"NOPE!" Marinette squawks, the tonality of her voice 
slotting into place like a puzzle piece. It is her, sitting 
here before him, soaked to the marrow and sparkling 
like a fireworks display. Her tendrils of ivy reach out to 
him in earnest, brushing his dripping bangs from his 
eyes. He welcomes them gladly, smiling despite the 
water as he throws his head back and laughs. 


"All this time, you were hiding under my nose!" He 
shakes his head, water droplets flying every which way. 
"At least now | know why you've been avoiding patrol 
lately." 


"Pa-WHAT?" Marinette's eyes rake in every detail of 
the kneeling boy before her. The slope of his smile is 
confounding, distracting and entirely foreign on the 
model's face. This gleam, this mischievous burst of 
energy, belongs to her Positive partner, Chat Noir in all 
his riotous glory. "No-it's not-you can't be-" 
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Adrien nods, grinning widely. Sirens begin to echo within the 
walls of their school. 


^l..." Marinette's brows furrow as the truth rearranges his identity 
right before her eyes. It's a familiar expression; Adrien has seen 
her make that face a thousand times before. "...Chat Noir?" 


Adrien chuckles low in his throat. "I don't suppose you could 
Miraculous Ladybug an umbrella right about now?" 


"| can't-" Realization dawns in her eyes, a million different 
thoughts coagulating into one point of intersection. Chat is 
Adrien. Adrien is Chat. And her hands are twitching involuntarily, 
reaching up towards the ceilings that are trying to drown them. 
"What are you-are you-" She holds her tongue for half a second 
and breathes. "Is it really you?" 


"Your favourite catsanova, in the flesh.” Adrien sweeps his arms 
across his body, bowing as much as the space between them 
allows. He raises his chin and winks, a gleam that has nothing to 
do with the sprinkler system shining in his eyes. "The pleasure's 
all mine." 


Their noses are dangerously close. Marinette doesn't know if she 
wants to catalog every shade of green in his eyes or punch him 
in the nose. "Why are you like this?" 


Adrien hovers between astonishment and giggles, punch-drunk 
off a heady sense of delight and relief. She's staring at him like 
she wants to kiss him and throttle him at the same time and 
that's something he can work with. He's never used his mesmer 
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on Ladybug (out of respect, of course, and a healthy dose of fear 
that she'd never speak to him again if he did) and he certainly 
doesn't need to use it now. "Because l'm in love with you." 


And with one shuddering gasp of breath, he twines his hands 
around her neck and kisses her. 


Marinette freezes and Adrien begins to panic, pulling away from 
her only to be tugged back again by his lapels. He shudders as 
they dissolve into each other, enthusiastic and messy and there 
are too many teeth but god, it's the most amazing feeling in the 
world and they both want more of it. Marinette's lips part with a 
high, involuntary moan and Adrien takes advantage of it, their 
tongues sliding together with a clumsy, urgent gasp that Adrien 
feels all the way to his toes. 


An eternity passes and they separate for a moment, breathing 
hard. Adrien stares at her with a mix of wonderment and 
surprise. "Marinette?" 


"Hi She blinks, droplets of water beading in her eyelashes. 
She's all pink sparkles now, warm and stunning, and it's only 
then that he realizes his sparks of black electricity have joined 
the party. “This is so weird." 


"Understatement of the year." Adrien grins, following their 
magic with his eyes as it flickers upwards like tongues of flame. 
"Imagine you're drawing your power into your pocket. That 
should stop it before someone finds us." 


As usual, Marinette is a quick study and furrows her brows, 
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gathering the energy of creation back inside of her heart until 
they both stop glowing like beacons. She feels herself close to 
laughter and drops her forehead against Adrien's, sucking in a 
long breath. "That easy, huh?" 


"That easy.” Adrien turns his head and presses his nose to her 
temple. "It helps that it's you. You can do anything you set your 
mind to." 


Their gazes meet and Marinette’s eyes are wide with 
astonishment. "Y-yeah?" 


"Yeah." Adrien smiles, the shock of the reveal and the rapidly 
cooling water beginning to seep into his skin. He needs to get 
her out of here before she gets a cold — after all, it's his job to 
protect her. "Come on, they're going to notice that we're not out 
with everyone else in a minute." 


Marinette shivers as if on command. "This water's freezing." 


"And probably sucked right out of the Seine." Adrien pulls a face 
as he grasps his newfound partner by the elbows and gently 
tugs her to her feet. "Hold on, I'll get us out of here." 


In a feat of heroic strength born from the very notion that his 
Lady - of all people - is shaking like a leaf in his arms, Adrien 
scoops her up bridal style and scampers down the stairs, joining 
his equally sodden classmates on the steps of their collàge. 
Their teachers and their friends alike preen as Adrien weaves a 
tall tale from thin air, all Fay charisma and green eyes that glitter 
just a little too earnestly. He tricks everyone into believing his 
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story and Marinette doesn't argue with his fictitious recreation; 
she's far too happy to remain pressed against his chest and the 
beating heart that lies inside it. 


"-and that's when | found Marinette on the ground! She was 
cold and hurt and there was no one else to turn to... just had to 
do something! It was slippery but we managed to get out in one 
piece, although I think Marinette could use a warm shower and 
a change of clothes. What do you think, Marinette?" 


He doesn't seem to be in any hurry to let her go and Marinette 
really can't complain. "Y-y-yes, please." 


"Then we'll be off!" Adrien exclaims with a flourish, ignoring 
the dropped jaws and agape stares of everyone around him. "If 
Nathalie calls, tell her I'm at Marinette's." 


"Dude, aren't you going to put her down-" 
"Nope!" 
> d0000004 4 ¢ ( 


Lovestruck days pass into weeks and slowly, Marinette gets a 
better grasp on her newly manifested powers. Adrien takes 
great pleasure in researching the meaning behind each and 
every one of her flower crowns, filling his iPhone with pictures 
of her face in the name of “research”. As Ladybug, her flower 
power stays under wraps, but that doesn't mean things between 
her and her equally superpowered partner haven't; if anything, 
the relationship between them has blossomed and thrived. 
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"Tell me.” Chat begins, willfully ignoring the way his tail wraps 
around his blushing girlfriend's waist. "When you decided to 
make me macarons for our one month anniversary, did you 
expect them to do that? Or is this as weird for you as it is for me?" 


Ladybug grimaces. "I thought | had this under control..." 


"Uhh..." Chat blinks as his passionfruit macarons perform a 
conga line across the café table. "You mean...this is a thing?" 


"No? | mean, yes? Maybe?" Ladybug grumbles and snatches one 
from the surface, glaring at it as it kicks its little arms and legs. 
"Sorry Chat, | don't think | can let you eat these.” 


"No kidding," Chat responds, worriedly eyeing the rest of her 
presents sitting wrapped in paper beside them. “But | know a 
way you could make it up to me.” 


Ladybug sets the cookie down and lets it join back into their 
macaron Macarena. "Yeah? And what's that?” 


"| think you know exactly what | want." Chat leans forward 
and grins, his green eyes sparkling with glee in the sunlight. 
Ladybug bops him lightly on the nose and tips her head to the 
side, her lips parting with a wicked smirk. 


"Then come and get it, Kitty. I’m all yours." 
Chat's purr revs to life in his chest as he takes his Lady by the 


waist and practically devours her, absolutely addicted to her 
spirit. Their powers of creation and destruction ebb and flow 
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like lightning and thunder as their lips crash together with the 
kind of brilliance that could rival constellations. Supernovas 
flare and portals open all throughout The Milky Way, stunning 
astronomers and scientists alike. Unbidden, the energy of the 
universe bubbles with every kiss and touch, bringing forth a 
balance so steady that it wouldn't be long before HawkMoth lost 
his evil grasp altogether. 


Eventually, Bloodlines® admits that they may have to add a 


category to their classifications. Undoubtedly, the heroes of 
Paris exist in a league of their own. 
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The cobbles are cold under his back, but the shiver of fear as 
his fath-Shadowmoth approaches is what roots him to the 
spot. He'd barely had a minute to let it sink in before he ran 
for Ladybug, slipping into Chat Noir as if it would shield him 
from having to be Adrien, son of the supervillain, Paris' suffering 
orchestrated around him while he wandered through the web of 
lies with his head down, ignoring and ignored. Perhaps that was 
it, they were both too good at lying. Like father, like son; lying 
to each other so well that they never noticed the other's deceit. 
Had they ever been close enough that they would have seen the 
mask the other wore? 


"With Ladybug gone,"-Shadowmoth's voice is eerie, familiar 
and strange at once when he closes his eyes-"you don't stand a 
chance. Paris' little black cat, left behind while his lady goes on 
to better things. What hope do you possibly have if she wasn't 
enough?" 


"She's not gone.” Chat had seen her move, he didn't imagine 
the determined gaze that caught his before he'd been driven 
onto the Avenue de la Grande Armée, he has to believe that she 
will come back. Until then, he'd have to take the hits. 


"Ah, but not denying you're the weaker one. Interesting, the 
delusions we carry with us. Give me your miraculous, | will create 
a new one just for you, as part of my wish. There's so much power 
in you, Adrien, that you've never even realized. Left untapp-" 


"No, Shadowmoth." It's easier to say than 'Father' and he wants 
the distance, hates the way his name sounds in that mouth, like 
just another dripping oily word meant to twist and slip inside 
the cracks until it's stained everything inside. “I'm not your 
puppet, don't confuse me with your son. I'll never surrender to 
you, never before and not now!" 
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It hurts to say, to acknowledge what his life was, placed on a 
stage and his limbs pulled by strings from the wings. But there's 
a small bubble of defiance, of resistance that he'd never allowed 
to grow for fear of what he'd destroy with it, of discovering just 
how much tighter the string around his neck could be. Now it 
expands, tempered by the anger that far from letting the single 
frayed thread that connects them be a lifelineto change or maybe 
even redemption, Shadowmoth had decided to taint it with 
promises of power and manipulation instead. Chat Noir never 
had much hope, but what was left is swallowed by the rising tide. 


"Very well, have it your way then." The sneer on Shadowmoth's 
mouth is too close to the smiles Adrien's grown used to, the 
barely simmering anger the same as when he'd dared to deviate 
from his schedule or arrived late. 


Chat Noir conjures his circle a split second before Shadowmoth's 
magic slams into it, the crackle and hiss of energy filling his ears 
enough to drown out Shadowmoth's chuckling. When was the 
last time he heard his father laugh? Is it a foreign sound to him 
because ofthe malice and hate distorting it oris it simply that he's 
forgotten what it was like to hear it? His hold on the circle wavers 
with his thoughts, the symbols along the edge sputtering, and 
sparks of Shadowmoth's magic slip past. Hissing at the sting of it 
against his face, the blood against his tongue and the ache in his 
bones from the onslaught, he wishes he was stronger. 


"| will crush you, the last pitiful Protector of Paris, this will be the 
end of an era!" 


His arm begins to tremble from the pressure of holding the circle 
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intact, its radius shrinking along with his strength. Barely big 
enough to cover him nowas he crouches, his green is surrounded 
by a purple corona that burns his eyes from this close. He hadn't 
been strong enough to protect Ladybug and he wasn't strong 
enough to stand against Shadowmoth alone; with his lady gone, 
what use was he? 


His free hand slips from anchoring his other and he risks pulling 
Ladybug's last gift from the pocket of his suit. 


"You hold yourself back to keep so many people safe, but when 
the day comes that you need to let loose to save the day: take this, 
and keep yourself safe for once, mon chaton." 


He remembers her smile, the overwhelming trust and faith that 
came with taking a miraculous out of the rotation for his sake, 
so that he could be her last defense, her last knight left on the 
board, his lady's last brilliant plan. The thought of what will come 
scares him for a second, the sheer unknown of what he harbors 
and keeps inside and what will happen when he lets it out. But 
he can't back down when he has a chance to bring her back, and 
so he flicks open the lid and lifts the small iron ring to his nose. 


The pinch of it barely registers as the flash of a kwami blinds him 
so close to his face. He knows the words however, he doesn't 
need to see to remember them. 


"Plagg! Stompp! Unify!" 


A burst of energy hits like... well, a charging bull. His breath is 
knocked from his lungs by the sheer force of it, his circle bursts 
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apart in a flash of blue that swallows the purple and the ache in 
his body is replaced with fire. Chat Noir's suit protects him from 
most things, absorbing damage that should've killed him like a 
sponge but there is a limit to how much it can handle and he'd 
reached it even before Ladybug was gone. He stands up now and 
knows he could plow through a building with his bare hands, 
his skin reinforced from the inside as well as out. His body feels 
lighter even as his head feels a little heavier with the horns; 
he looks down to see his precious bell has grown bigger, pear- 
shaped and with a deeper clang than before. 


Across the way Hawkmoth is stunned, that much Chat Noir can 
be certain of with the lack of derisive mockery and threats. But he 
can't take that as his victory, he still has the earrings. 


"You underestimated us." It's a statement, always has been and 
always will be, the knowledge of who they both were didn't 
change that fact. His father never believed he could be anything 
more than a doll to be groomed and pushed into a pose and 
Shadowmoth never understood their partnership. It wasn't 
about who could miraculously create and who could mercilessly 
destroy, it was their balance. And with a balance disrupted, he 
would do anything to bring her back, to see his counterweight 
again. 


"We were prepared for everything. She thought of every 
possibility he continues. "This ends now." A new circle flickers 
around the tips of Chat's fingers, the symbols more intricate with 
Stompp's added magic, but no blast of purple comes. 


"You can dress up in all the miraculous you want, it won't make 
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a difference.” Shadowmoth spits, staggering to his feet and 
spreading his arms wide. "What's the use of protecting yourself, 
if you can't protect all of Paris!?" 


His father grins, mouth stretched wide unlike every restrained 
smile he'd ever given Adrien, and laughs, arms raised to the sky 
and his voice rings through the streets in a cacophony of echoes. 
Below their feet, the stones of the street disappear under a layer 
of dark purple, bleeding black along the symbols that have grown 
so big a Parisian could park their car between the lines. Chat Noir 
follows the curve of the inner circle through the Arc de Triomphe 
until it's lost to sight between the houses, but he knows enough 
to guess the magic encompasses the entire city. He takes a step 
towards Shadowmoth, intent on seizing the opportunity with his 
attention elsewhere but it's like wading through a swamp, the 
thick morass of magic swirling around his legs in a haze. 


Where his body won't reach, perhaps his voice will. His throat 
doses around the word, but he forces it out loud enough to 
bridge the distance between them. "Father! You would destroy 
the city she loved? Mother wouldn't have wanted this!" 


"Ah, Adrien, you can't know what she would have wanted. She's 
been gone so long...But you never were ambitious enough, my 
son, | don't need to change Paris, merely its citizens. Including 
you." 


The world stands still for a second, Adrien's eyes meeting his 
father's and the chill that runs through him at the calculating 
gaze is enough for him to know that his words never stood a 
chance. His voice had fallen on deaf ears for years, his mouth 
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might as well have been sewn shut for all the words that made it 
across the divide, and he'd talked himself hoarse trying. 


The next second is filled with the noise of thousands of whisper- 
soft wingbeats building into a shout that tears eardrums, a wave 
of fluttering black floods out of the circle and Chat Noir curls 
up instinctively against the onslaught. A myriad of butterflies 
brushes over his body and he tries to swat them away, tries to 
jump out of their path but when the air is inundated with them 
and he's moving as though through molasses, it's a futile effort. 


He knows what should come next, knows the soft touch of a hand 
on his cheek and Ladybug's smile, the one that means trust and 
partner and teasing all wrapped in one quirk of the lips. The 
thought of making her sad, or even worse, disappointed, hadn't 
been enough to keep him from doing everything, everything, to 
protect that smile. She'd reluctantly understood when he finally 
explained the rash self-sacrifice, the blind eye to danger, the 
lengths he'd go to to keep her safe if it meant he never had to 
think about what he would do if she fell instead of him. He'd 
always come back, nine lives and all that, if his lucky Ladybug 
saved the day, but if she fell, if her light blinked out, all he had 
left was darkness; it was all he could create. It was only a few 
hours later that she gave him the ox miraculous. 


And the worst had come. Ladybug had her lucky charm, her mind, 
her plans, and he had his last resort. One last chance, a shot in 
the dark that was more akin to a deep dive into an abyss. Chat 
Noir digs his feet into the eddying magic and closes his eyes, 
where he's going there's nothing to see anyway. He can only 
hope Stompp's strength will be enough to keep him in control 
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and in one piece. 


Calling for Cataclysm brings it surging up from inside him and 
pooling in his fingers, but instead of condensing it into his fist 
where it would be contained, he lets it wash over him in a wave. 
Plagg once explained what it took to reach the treacherous 
depths of Chat Noir's power, the places it took you and how to 
keep it out of reach in case he was ever tempted. Pain, sorrow, 
a despair so deep it swallowed you, and Adrien had already 
fulfilled that condition. As Chat Noir he could play at being, if 
not unaffected, still composed, but inside, his heart was eroding, 
corroding, flaking into the rusted pieces cataclysm always 
brought, at the fact that his father had looked at him and felt 
so little that he'd never hesitated for a second. Never stopped 
his tirades, his attacks, simply accepted that his son would be 
collateral damage. 


Chat Noir sucks in a heavy breath, the ghost of a sob rattling his 
lungs and stinging his eyes, and sinks into the feeling of anguish 
and the black abyss of Catastrophe. 


It's cold, the power seeping through his veins, and hungry. 
Ravenous and sharp, it doesn't want to be curtailed to only his 
body, it's had a taste, a glimpse, of the world beyond and it could 
do so much, change so much, if it was only set free. 


Chat Noir holds on by a thread, struggling to allow the heartache 
to swirl in his mind and feed it while reigning it in at the same 
time. Why shouldn't he let go, unleash iton the world? He'd have 
nothing, has nothing even now, to return to. His mother has been 
gone for years now, his father gone just as long but pretending 
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to fulfill that title, where would he go, where would he live? 
What could he live for? A role he'd been stifled by since he was 
old enough to read; the cameras would always be waiting, now 
eager to broadcast the infamy of his name. His classmates, his 
friends, would be better off far away from any kind of attention 
he would curse them with, and Ladybug, what was a superhero 
if there wasn't a villain anymore? She could rest, relax, and only 
have to worry aboutthe most mundane of problems; even if they 
ever did reveal their identities, she'd dealt with Shadowmoth 
enough, he wouldn't wish it on her civilian life as well. 


His thoughts spiral, the future stretching out small and bleak 
before him in the darkness, and despite the anger at his father, 
the hurtoverrides it all. He hadn't been enough to stop his father, 
how could he be enough to stop Shadowmoth? 


Plagg's soft voice sounds in his ear, inside his head. "Be careful, 
| got rid of a bunch of dinosaurs last time when | wasn't paying 
attention. And a whole continent after that too." 


"Then what chance-" Adrien's voice cracks, frays. 


"Because you have something you want to protect, someone too, 
lots of them. Kid, you've walked through a lot of darkness but 
you're the only one who can make it out the other side. That's 
why a cat's got night vision, right? You're strong enough, there'll 
be a tomorrow.’ 


The feeling of a clawing hunger at his back, fangs bared and 
ready to bite, had been an ever-present knowledge whenever he 
was Chat Noir, but it had become second nature to keep it at bay. 
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Now, it's hard to let go of that white-knuckled grip even when he 
knows he needs to use it, has called it forth to do good. 


But he can feel Plagg wrapped tight around him, with him, and 
Stompp steadying him from inside, and Chat Noir dares to let 
go. Opening his eyes, he sees Paris infested with butterflies, the 
black between the cracks of luminous light on their wings filling 
the air with insidious purple with every beat. The next second 
brings a purer, deeper darkness, swallowing every mote of light 
and blanketing the streets like veins of ink spilling across the 
city. Chat Noir lets the darkness flood out of him, the pressure of 
it filling his bones and muscles as if they're too small and brittle 
to be conduits. His limbs shake, fingers growing colder with 
each passing second as the tide of darkness reaches the edge of 
Shadowmoth's magic and begins to follow the curve, filling the 
gaps in the circle and overwriting the symbols with the black of 
a starless sky. 


It becomes easier, letting the torrent flow free, and though his 
legs are growing numb, it feels nice to stretch out his limbs across 
the wide boulevards and flick his tail along an avenue to ruffle 
the treetops, arch his back over the Eiffel Tower and unsheathe 
his claws. Adrien, he has to keep some distance between himself 
and the Chat or he'll be swallowed along with everything else, 
reaches out slowly, resting his fingers across its soft head, 
ruffling the fur under its chin carefully, aware of the sharp teeth 
just above. He whispers softly, crooning, what needs to be done, 
what the Hunt entails and with one last brush across its back, he 
lets it loose to do its duty. 


The darkness rises, filling Paris with a pitch black void, but Adrien 
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can see the street just fine and its butterflies as they're struck 
down. They wither and fade, fluttering feebly to the cobbles 
like spent leaves in autumn, succumbing to the freezing cold 
of a winter's dark. He doesn't dare take a step, doesn't want to 
hear the crunch of their bodies under his foot but it still fills his 
heart with relief knowing that they didn't reach his friends, his 
classmates, his city. 


He knows the moment the Chat is done, when the last wing is 
stilled, by the hair rising along his neck, knows that it could turn 
its eyes to a new target within seconds. Fighting his galloping 
heart, Adrien calls into the abyss, hand held out as offering even 
as his body screams in exhaustion. The feeling of fur under his 
fingers is faint, eaten away by the chill, but it's enough. He pulls 
it lose, cradling the Chat against his chest and soothing it with 
the last of his strength, the pinprick pain of its claws against his 
heart the only thing he feels before it disappears inside once 
again. 


He drops to his knees as soon as its gone, the realization of what 
he'd done and the enormity of what he'd unleashed leaving him 
weak. Reveling in the muted quiet once again filling with the 
far-off honk of horns and the bustle of the city returning to sleepy 
life is beyond him, his world narrowing down to the chill in his 
bones and the pain of his limbs regaining their feeling. Chat 
Noir's ears catch the sound of footsteps even as he can't raise the 
strength to look, he has nothing left to fight off Shadowmoth. 
He's done everything he could, and it still wasn't- 


"Mon minou!" Arms catch him as he tilts, the relief too much for 
him to bear. His vision is crowding at the edges with grey fuzz, a 
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lightheadedness threatening to sink him under but he fights to 
see her face before he succumbs. 


"Marinette?" He hadn't misheard, had he? He stares at her, the 
tired eyes and scraped cheeks, the earrings in her ears. "It's you." 


"| found out about you, it's only fair you know about me,” she 
says gently, brushing a hand across his forehead as a tear escapes 
her. "I thought you were gone, | felt the Chat on the prowl but it 
didn't feel like you anymore and | was worried you'd..." 


"You should know by now, your plans always work." A smile 
comes easily, even with the heaviness in his chest and the weight 
on his eyelids. 


"Will you be alright?" She turns to dig in her bag one-handed, 
but Adrien knows there's a lot of things Marinette can pull out 
but nothing that will keep him from the consequences of what 
he'd endured. Catching her hand is almost enough to make him 
dizzy with the motion, but he squeezes it until she looks back. 


"You came back, so will |. Nine lives and all that, right? This kitty 
just needs a cat nap." He sees her lips quirk unwillingly at his 
inane quip and that's enough, more than enough. Sinking into 
the exhaustion knowing he's at her side is enough, come what 
may, he'll make it through the dark. 
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